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EDITORIAL
MINISTERING TO MUSLIMS IN AN ARABIC CONTEXT

In this issue of Seedbed, we focus on the themes of the scriptures in Arabic, 
learning Arabic and ministering in Arabic. Though many of us who live in the Arab 
world usually function in Arabic in our relationships with those around us, few of 
us have sufficient fluency in Arabic to be able to assess the translations we use. We 
also face significant challenges in ministering in Arabic, and in learning Arabic and 
continuing to improve our fluency.  This issue will help us with in all three areas.

In Part 1, three articles examine the primary translations of the Scriptures into 
Arabic that are available today. Abdulfadi assesses how well four translations render 
key passages that point to and teach the divinity of Christ. The Warners assess how 
well native Arabic-speakers understand selected passages in the different translations 
of the Arabic scriptures. Part 1 concludes with Drapper’s initial assessment of The 
True Meaning of the Gospel of Christ, which was published in June and has already 
become quite controversial.

Part 2 contains a number of articles related both to foreigners learning to speak and 
minister in Arabic and to the value of ministering in Arabic. Together, I believe that 
they will provide insight and much practical help for everyone living and working in 
the Arab world.

In Part 3, Martin shares some helpful insights into how we can explain to Muslims 
the nature of the Christian life – one that is lived by faith through grace. Then we 
have the second in our series in which Tahira shares helpful insights into how a few 
Sunni women think and feel about being Muslims. Finally, in Part 4, are three book 
reviews. The first two provide much practical help in our ministries, and the third 
encourages us to reflect afresh on our understanding of the Gospel and of our 
future with God.

Your response to any Seedbed article is always welcome, and I will publish the best 
ones in order to encourage our conversation together. The only letter received in 
response to the last issue of Seedbed is quite critical of its generally positive 
treatment of Pilgrims of Christ on the Muslim Road and voices concerns that many have 
felt about Chandler’s book that were not addressed in the last issue of Seedbed.

On behalf of all who read and benefit from Seedbed, I want to express my heartfelt 
gratitude to Sandra Dick who has served as Seedbed copy and layout editor for 
more than five years. Her other increasing responsibilities have meant that this will 
be her last issue of Seedbed.

Don Little, Editor
editor.seedbed@wornet.org
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September 4, 2008

Dear Don,

I am a minister to and among Muslims, serving with the Assemblies of 
God in the US. This past July I read the book, Pilgrims of Christ on the 
Muslim Road by Paul-Gordon Chandler, as well as the Seedbed articles 
(2008, Vol. 22, No 1) concerning this book and Mazhar Mallouhi’s life. 
It is an understatement to say that I was shocked by Chandler and Mal-
louhi as well as very disappointed with Seedbed’s treatment of the book. 

You are aware of this as I sent you my 5-page book review 
(http://answering-islam.org/Reviews/chandler_mallouhi.html). I also 
sent it to Greg Livingstone, Phil Linton, Brad Gill (all of whom wrote 
in the last issue) and others. I know all three of these men and also met 
Mallouhi several years ago when he was visiting the local area. Every-
thing that I was told about him was positive, and that heightened my 
surprise at the book’s content. To read various statements made by 
both Chandler and Mallouhi that smack of compromise, syncretism, 
relativism and universalism was disturbing enough; to then read the pos-
itive reviews in Seedbed that appeared to sidestep these issues or qualify 
them was too much to allow anyone who cares about the inspiration of 
the Bible to remain silent. 

I also have a compelling personal reason to speak out as I am a research 
assistant for Greg Livingstone, Mazhar’s lifelong friend. It is because of 
both my working and personal relationship with Greg that I bought the 
book, read it completely, took extensive notes, wrote my review and 
now this letter. As members of the same body, we have a responsibility 
to hold one another accountable and I feel that this responsibility has 
been forsaken for the sake of individual friendships and past positive 
experiences with Mallouhi. 

Since some feel that I am being too exacting of Mallouhi, I quote him:
 When I hear the Psalms read, for example in church, and when it 
says ‘The God of Israel,’ I find this a stumbling block for me, be-
cause this presents a tribal God (p. 181).

LETTER TO THE EDITOR 
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I cannot reconcile God ordering massacres in the Old Testament 
(p. 181).

We are part of several groups of Muslim mystics, Sufis; sometimes 
we meet in our home, other times in theirs. But we walk together 
this spiritual journey toward God (p. 193). 

I have met many Muslims who I believe are farther spiritually than 
me, and a million miles closer to God, loving God and devoted to 
God with complete sincerity (p. 193).
 
‘If people do not have the revelation of God in Christ, this of course 
does not mean that they do not know God,’ says Mazhar (p. 91).

‘I believe Gandhi loved Christ but could not afford to be publicly 
associated with “Christianity” –being a Hindu by allegiance, but a 
Christ follower by affinity. And I fully expect to see Gandhi when 
we are privileged to enter God’s presence in eternity’ (p. 123).

Mallouhi: ‘It is very hard for me to picture God, whom I love, and 
whom I know loves humanity, his creation, sending anyone to an 
eternal hell. God is just. And if he treats evil with evil then what dif-
ference is there between him and us’ (p. 198).

I am deeply concerned about the spiritual harm that these clearly 
anti-biblical statements can result in, whether through (or in) gospel 
workers, former Muslims or Muslims close to the Kingdom.  Mallouhi 
has a responsibility, first and foremost to God, to genuinely repent and 
to prove that repentance by doing whatever he can to publicly recant 
and disavow these beliefs. I suggest that he write another book address-
ing his anti-biblical statements, in which he clearly shows that his be-
liefs are in line with biblical orthodoxy. I further urge him to 
include an apology for the confusion and compromise that this 
has caused and has the potential to continue to cause. 

If I made these statements and held to them, I would be dismissed as a 
minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and no evangelical organization 
would accept me – much less allow me to remain within it. If, in our 
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attempts to be relevant and fruitful in ministry to Muslims, we can dis-
miss and/or ignore blatant heresy (and not demand actions worthy of 
repentance – see Matthew 3:8), we become like the proverbial frog in a 
pot of boiling water, being boiled to death while sensing no danger. C.S. 
Lewis, ‘one of Mazhar’s favourite Western writers’ (p. 146), said:

As Christians we are tempted to make unnecessary concessions 
to those outside the faith. We give in too much. Now, I don’t 
mean that we should run the risk of making a nuisance of our-
selves by witnessing at improper times, but there comes a time 
when we must show that we disagree. We must show our Chris-
tian colours, if we are to be true to Jesus Christ. We cannot re-
main silent or concede everything away.*

While confrontation can be perceived as not having the other person’s 
or party’s best interest at heart, it really is my desire that Mallouhi and 
Chandler be all that God wants them to be. And this can only happen 
as they live and ‘teach what is in accord with sound doctrine’ (Titus 2:1). 

May all of us ‘in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, 
Christ’ (Eph. 4:15).
 

Sincerely,

Adam Simnowitz

P.S. I have been in contact with Mazhar Mallouhi, Greg Livingstone, Phil Linton and Brad Gill. 

*(http://www.cbn.com/special/Narnia/articles/ans_LewisLastInterviewA.aspx)
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Bashir Abdulfadi and his family live in the Arabian Peninsula. He is a western tentmaker who has 
worked for 15 years in the Arab World in evangelism, discipleship, and training of leaders.

PART 1:  ASSESSING ARABIC TRANSLATIONS 
OF THE SCRIPTURES

Modern Arabic Translations and 
Their Witness to Christ

By Basheer Abdulfadi

Summary

The proliferation of Arabic translations of the Bible is a cause of both re-
joicing and controversy. Most discussion about the relative merits of the 
four commonly available translations has more of the spirit of cheerleading 
than of objectivity. This article compares the translation of passages from 
the Old and New Testaments that have direct bearing on the deity of 
Christ. All four translations have some weaknesses in this area. The newest 
translation introduces variants for some of the titles of Christ, and these 
can cloud the witness to his deity. The comparison that follows is, there-
fore, intended to help evangelists and church planters choose a translation 
and to bear witness to the deity of Christ.

The increasing number of Arabic 
translations of the Bible indicates the 
renewed energy of evangelicals to 
reach the Muslim world with the 
Gospel. In contrast to the situation 
before 1865, when missionaries had 
to contend with seriously deficient 
translations,1 today’s field workers 
now have recourse to the Smith–Van 
Dyck–Al-Bustani (SVDB) translation 
published in 1865, the Kitaab Al-Hay-

yaah (KH) translation published in 
1988 (sometimes called the New Ara-
bic Bible), the Today’s Arabic Version 
(TAV) published in 1993 (sometimes 
known as the Good News Arabic Bible), 
and the Al-Kitaab Al-Shariif  (KS) trans-
lation published in 2000.2  But with 
the availability of so many transla-
tions, there will inevitably be contro-
versy over the choice.3 

I. Introduction

1  J.A. Thompson, The Bible Translator, 6, 51-55; 98-106 (1955).
2  I used a copy of the KS from the 2003 printing.  The KS apparently has undergone a 

number of revisions.
3  In July of 2008 a new translation of the Gospels and Acts was announced.  It is not includ-

ed in the comparison.
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Choosing a translation requires a 
process of evaluation. One way to 
evaluate the translations for use is to 
consider the difficulty and ‘Christian-
ness’ of the vocabulary.4  By ‘difficulty’ 
is meant the degree to which the 
words used are unfamiliar to the 
average reader. The other dimension, 
‘Christian-ness’, measures how 
unique certain theological phrases 
are to those of Christian background. 
So, for those who feel that simpler 
language is better and who prefer to 
use neutral or Muslim terms instead 
of theological ones used primarily by 
Christians, the SVDB, which uses 
high Arabic and Christian theological 
vocabulary, is not a good choice. The 
KH uses simpler, but similarly Chris-
tian-specific vocabulary, while the 
TAV uses simple Arabic but makes an 
effort to choose neutral or Muslim 
words. The KS also uses simple vo-
cabulary and grammar while using 
Muslim terminology. 

The difficult-simple dimension is im-
portant when considering the state of 
literacy of the target audience. In gen-
eral, it is safe to say that most field 
workers prefer simple over difficult 

vocabulary and constructions. Howev-
er, the choice along the Christian-
Muslim terminology dimension is of-
ten driven more by ideology than by 
utility. The church planter needs crite-
ria that are related to task. Of the 
myriad of choices made by translators, 
which issues have the greatest implica-
tions for evangelism, discipleship and 
the establishment of local churches?

I propose here to consider the vari-
ous translations on the basis of their 
clarity in communicating the deity of 
Christ. Comparisons have not previ-
ously been made on this dimension, 
which is of the greatest importance 
for every stage of church planting. 
The other dimensions are very impor-
tant and they cross-cut with the com-
munication of Christ’s deity. But the 
Bible’s witness to the deity of Christ 
is so central to conversion, life in 
Christ and worship that it deserves 
special consideration apart from 
these other important issues.5

The approach is to review the main 
passages in both the Old and New 
Testaments that bear witness to the 
deity of Christ, and consider care-

4  See the excellent chapter ‘Qur’anic Arabic and the Protestant Arabic Bible’ in Sam 
Schlorff’s book, Missiological Models in Ministry to Muslims, Middle East Resources, 2006.

5  In  Rick Brown’s article ‘What Must One Believe about Jesus for Salvation’ (2000), he 
summarizes saving faith as the belief that Jesus is Saviour and Lord, and concludes that 
belief in substitutionary atonement or the deity of Christ is not a requirement for saving 
faith.  I agree with Brown that many people have added requirements to the Gospel, and 
that we cannot expect a newly converted  person to have all the details worked out at 
the time of conversion.  However, the Bible does not leave the terms ‘Saviour’ and ‘Lord’ 
undefined; the Saviour from sins is a divine Saviour, and Lord of All is a divine lord, and 
these are incentives to believe.  Conversion brings growing understanding as the Holy 
Spirit speaks through the Word.
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II. Old Testament Christological Passages

fully what each translation 
communicates.6  The study has 
been guided by Robert Reymond’s 
excellent work entitled Jesus, Di-
vine Messiah: The Old and New Testa-
ment Witnesses (hereafter referred 
to as JDM). For both the Old and 

New Testament witness, attention 
is given first to general issues, then 
specific passages. The OT passages 
chosen for comparison are primari-
ly those passages that the New 
Testament prominently identifies 
as Christological.

General Issues

The first general issue concerns the 
translation of the various names of 
God in the Old Testament. The most 
common names of God in the Old 
Testament are Elohim, Adonai and Yah-
weh. In English translations, Elohim is 
translated ‘God’,  Adonai is translated 
‘Lord’7 and Yahweh is translated and 
printed ‘LORD’, which accommo-
dates the Jewish practice of reading 
Adonai in place of Yahweh while distin-
guishing it from Adonai typographical-
ly. SVDB, KH and TAV carry on this 

tradition, using االله  (Allah) for Elohim, 

and -for Adonai and Yah (Al-rabb) الرب
weh, except that there is no typo-
graphical device in Arabic to 
distinguish between the two source 
words Adonai and Yahweh. The KS 
changes this practice and usually uses 
Allah for Yahweh as well as for Elohim. 
KS also tends to avoid the use of 

 al-rabb, for Adonai, using rather الرب

مولى ل ا al-mawla, or ــيد  .al-sayyid الس

Al-Mawla is one of the 99 names of 
God, but al-sayyid is typically used for 
humans, not God. Whatever the mo-
tivation was to avoid al-rabb, the lack 
of consistency in translation masks 
the consistency in the original text 
and can be misleading. Particular care 
must be exercised where the names 
and titles of God are part of the Old 
Testament witness to a divine Messiah.

Pentateuch

Exodus 3:14-158

God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM.’ 
And he said, ‘Say this to the people of 
Israel, “I AM has sent me to you.”  
15God also said to Moses, ‘Say this to 
the people of Israel, “The LORD, the God 
of your fathers, the God of Abraham, 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, 
has sent me to you.” This is my name 
forever, and thus I am to be remem-
bered throughout all generations.’ 

This passage is relevant to the deity 
of Christ because Christ uses its 
language in John 8:58 to indicate his 

6  This article assumes the ability to read Arabic because it is intended to be an aid to those 
using the Bible in Arabic in ministry.

7   Adonai  is used also as a title for human masters in the Old Testament.  The discussion 
here concerns the translation of Adonai when it refers to God.

8   English Scripture references are from the English Standard Version.
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pre-existence. The key phrase is 
translated in English by ‘I am who I 
am’. The SVDB resorts to translitera-
tion of the Hebrew, and the KH 
follows SVDB in transliterating, but 
then explains the meaning using pa-
rentheses inside the text (a question-
able practice which KH perpetrates 
in other places as well). The TAV 
translates the phrase هو الذي هو  I‘ أنا
am he who is he’, which hints at the 
self-existence inherent in the He-
brew imperfect ahya and is partly 
reflected in the translation of John 
8:58. The TAV has a footnote mech-
anism, but the connection between 
John 8:58 and Exodus 3:14-15 is not 
referenced. The KS translates the 
phrase, using هــو ــا أن اســمه الذي  االله
‘The God whose name is “I am he”’, 
which, while not being very literal, 
reflects the practice of identifying 
Yahweh and لل ا  and further allows a 
clear identification of the parallel to 
Yahweh used by Jesus in John 8:58. 
However, the phrase misses the im-
plication of self-existence. This situa-
tion will be considered again later in 
the discussion of John 8:58.

Passages from the Psalms

Psalm 2:7  

I will tell of the decree:
The LORD said to me, ‘You are my Son;
today I have begotten you.’

This verse is a clear Messianic refer-
ence, and is quoted in the New Tes-
tament in Acts 13:33, Hebrews 1:5 
and Hebrews 5:5. It is unquestiona-
bly one of the key verses that the 
New Testament used to explain the 
relationship between the Father and 
Christ. The Hebrew is not particular-
ly tricky: a rigid rendering into Eng-
lish gives ‘My son you are, I today 
have begotten you’, which can lay 
over into straightforward Arabic, 
preserving even word order: 
ولــدتك                 اليــوم أنــا أنــت ابني
With minor changes in word order, 
the SVDB, KH and TAV translate the 
phrase literally. However, the KS 
uses the phrase 
ــي ل ــاً ابن ــك تَوجتُ ــوم الي ــا أن ــني، اب ــت  أن
which in English is ‘You are my son, I 
today have crowned you as a son for 
myself.’  The NT citations of Psalm 2 
in the KS reproduce this wording 
exactly.9 The most natural sense of 
this wording is that Christ became a 
son by appointment.

The KS phrase is a fair interpreta-
tion of the phraseology as applied 
to David; but it does not do justice 
to the NT application to Christ. To 
replace ‘begotten’ with ‘appointed’ 
or ‘crowned’ is to reduce the mean-
ing and change it. This verse, in its 
OT setting and in its NT applica-
tion to Christ, played a key role in 
the rejection of adoptionism and 

9  A version of the KS New Testament was published before the OT, and the earlier print

 ings differ from the apparently revised text of the NT in the whole Bible.
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modalism in all its forms.10  Further-
more, the verse is important to the 
affirmation of Christ’s full divinity.11 
If this rendition is not explicitly 
advocating an adoptionist Christol-
ogy, it has certainly opened the 
door to it. The fact that the passage 
figures heavily into the New 
Testament’s teaching on Christ, es-
pecially in Hebrews 1, compounds 
its seriousness.

Psalm 45:6-7  

Your throne, O God, is forever and ever.
The scepter of your kingdom is a scepter of 
 uprightness; 
7you have loved righteousness and hated 
 wickedness.
Therefore God, your God, has anointed  you
 with the oil of gladness beyond your 
 companions; 

The implications for the divinity of 
the coming King in this verse, which 
is applied to Christ in Hebrews 1:8, 
9, lie in the identification/ differenti-
ation inherent in the wording. In 
other words, the coming Messiah is 
called (vocatively) God, and yet dif-
ferentiated also from ‘God’ by the 
use of the third person in verse 7 
(‘Therefore God … has anointed you’). 
Numerous expedients have been 
employed to justify removal of the 
vocative (‘O God’) in verse 6, but 

the reasons are more ideological 
than exegetical.12 

The SVDB and KS make the vocative 
clear in verse 6, while the KH and 
the TAV suppress it.

 Psalm 110:1  

The LORD says to my Lord:
‘Sit at my right hand,
until I make your enemies your foot-
stool.’ 

This Psalm is the most-quoted Old 
Testament passage in the New Testa-
ment. There are direct quotations of 
the first verse in Matthew 22:44, 
26:64; Mark 12:36; Luke 20:42, 43, 
22:69; Acts 2:34, 35 and Hebrews 
1:13, 10:13. Allusions include 1 Cor-
inthians 15:25, Ephesians 1:20, Colos-
sians 3:1 and Hebrews 1:3, 8:1, 10:12 
and 12:2.

The witness of this verse to the 
divine character of Christ stems (as 
in Psalm 45:6-7) from the 
identification/differentiation motif, 
with God speaking to the Messiah 
both as God and yet distinct from 
Himself as the speaker:  ‘Yahweh says 
to my Lord’. However, communica-
tion of the ‘identification’ aspect de-
pends on the translation of ‘my Lord’.

The phrase ‘my Lord’ is the English 
translation of Adoni. The word is 

10  See A New Systematic Theology of the Christian Faith, Chapter 16, by Robert Reymond.
11  The reader is encouraged to consider carefully the discussion of the Nicene teaching of 

‘the Father’s eternal generation of the Son’ and Calvin’s insistence on the full, uncompro-
mised deity of the Son, including self-existence, in A New Systematic Theology of the Chris-
tian Faith, by Robert Reymond, pp. 324-330 (especially pp. 327-329). 

12  JDM, pp 81-83. 
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used in the Old Testament to ad-
dress God, but it can also be used to 
address a king or highly placed per-
son, as in 2 Samuel 16:9. So whether 
or not the word is capitalized in 
English depends on whether the 
translator believes the referent to 
be God or a human. One could 
presumably translate the verse, ‘The 
LORD says to my lord’ (note the 
lower case) or equivalently ‘The 
LORD says to my master.’  However, 
to interpret the verse as ‘The LORD 
says to my lord’ or ‘The LORD says 
to my master’ requires a systematic 
denial of the New Testament use of 
the passage. Reymond’s remark is 
right to the point: ‘[David] ascribes 
such ‘lordship’ to the Messiah that 
his superiority over David, as Jesus 
later would suggest in Matthew 
22:45, cannot comport with merely 
human lordship.’ 13

The SVDB and KH commendably 
translate the phrase ــربي ل ــرب ال  قال
‘the Lord said to my Lord’, whereas 
the KS substitutes ــيدي لس االله ــال  ق
‘Allah said to my master’, and the TAV 
uses ــك المل ــيدي لس ــرب ال ــال  The‘ ق
Lord said to my master, the king’. 
The use of ســيدي ‘my master’, ob-
scures the nature of the three per-
sons (God the Father, the Messiah, 
David as speaker) present in Psalm 
110:1, but the TAV is particularly 

troublesome, inserting material that 
alters the meaning and makes Jesus’ 
use of the verse in Matthew 22:45 
contradictory or incomprehensible.14

Passages from the Prophets

Some of the messianic highlights 
from the prophets are:

1. Isaiah 7:14-16, the virgin birth.

2. Isaiah 9:6-7, the wonderful 
names of the Messiah.

3. Isaiah 52:13-53:12, the song of 
the suffering, sin-bearing servant.

4. Daniel 7:13-14, the ascension 
and session of the ‘Son of Man’.

5. Micah 5:2, the birthplace of the 
pre-existent ruler-to-be is Beth-
lehem.

6. Zechariah 12:10, the pierced 
Lord.

7. Malachi 2:17-3:1, the Messenger 
of the Covenant.

In the four translations, the treat-
ments of Isaiah 7:14-16, Isaiah 9:6-7, 
Isaiah 52:13-53:12, Zechariah 12:10, 
and Malachi 2:17-3:1 clearly communi-
cate the testimony to the deity of 
Christ. Certain aspects of the other 
passages need comment.

13  JDM, p 88.
14 One field worker reports that a group of believers from Muslim backgrounds was 

much confused by the TAV rendition of Psalm 110:1 when they compared it with 
Matthew 22:45.
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Daniel 7:13-14  

I saw in the night visions,
and behold, with the clouds of heaven

there came one like a son of man,
and he came to the Ancient of Days

and was presented before him. 
14 And to him was given dominion

and glory and a kingdom,
that all peoples, nations, and languages

should serve him;
his dominion is an everlasting dominion,

which shall not pass away,
and his kingdom one

that shall not be destroyed.

This passage is the origin of Jesus’ 
‘favourite self-designation,’ the Son of 
Man. 15 The phrase son of man occurs 
in other places in the OT (e.g. Psalm 
8, Ezekiel) and is usually idiomatic for 
‘a man’. However, the usage in Daniel 
is carried over literally by Jesus into 
the Gospels. It is also clear that Jesus 
used the phrase in the sense that 
Daniel meant it.16

The significance of the phrase is rec-
ognized by the SVDB, KH, and TAV, 
which translate it الإنســان  the) ابــن
Son of Man). However, the KS trans-
lates the whole phrase ‘like a son of 
man’ as ــر البش ــبه يش ــداً  or ‘one واح
resembling humankind’. In the New 
Testament, the KS translates the 
phrase The Son of Man as 
بشــراً               صــار الذي

or ‘[he] who became human’ (see for 
example Luke 5:24, John 5:27). This 
makes it difficult to show the deliber-
ate connection between the Son of 
Man of the Gospels and Daniel’s ‘one 
like a son of man’. Furthermore, the 
connection should not be discounted 
as esoteric or unimportant; at least 
three field workers in my city begin 
the study of Mark with seekers by 
reading Daniel 7:13-14 to show the 
meaning of the title ‘Son of Man’.

Micah 5:2  

 But you, O Bethlehem Ephrathah,
who are too little to be among the clans 
of Judah,
from you shall come forth for me
one who is to be ruler in Israel,
whose origin is from of old,
from ancient days. 

The messianic nature of the prophe-
cy is clear, it being the basis of the 
expectation that a ruler would be 
born in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:3-6). Be-
yond this, there is the implication of 
the Messiah’s pre-existence. This is 
seen in the time phrases ‘from of old’ 
and ‘from ancient days’ (or ‘days of 
eternity’). The phrases can mean ‘a 
long time ago’, or ‘eternity preceding 
the … creation’.17  But the critical 
point concerns the interplay be-
tween ‘go out’ (‘come forth’ in the 
ESV) and ‘goings out’ (‘origin’ in the 
ESV). The Hebrew words have the 
same root. This latter phrase, which 

15  JDM, pp 182-193.
16  See Matthew 26:64, where Jesus ties ‘the Son of Man’ to ‘the right hand of God’, a clear 

reference to Daniel 7 and possibly Psalm 110:1.
17  JDM, p 132.
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occurs only once in the Hebrew 
Bible, is often translated ‘origins’, but 
this obscures the play on the root. 
Reymond translates the latter part of 
the verse:18 ‘From you for me will go 
forth the one to be ruler in Israel, 
whose goings forth are from of old, 
even from days of eternity.’

The SVDB translates the last part of 
the verse (starting with ‘For from 
you…’):

يكــون الــذي لــي يخــرج فمنــك
منــذ ومخارجــه إســرائيل علــى متسلطاً

الأزل ــام أي ــذ من القديم
This makes clear the eternal nature 
of the time phrases and further-
more shows the relationship be-
tween ‘go out’ and ‘goings out’. As 
such, it points to a pre-existent divine 
ruler to come out of Bethlehem. In 
contrast, the KH, KS and TAV all 
make clear the eternal nature of the 

time phrases, but the connection 
between the phrases ‘go out’ and 
‘goings out’ is not as clear. TAV and 
KH use يخرج for ‘go out’ and KS 

uses ــأتي أصل KH and KS use  ي  
‘origin’, for ‘goings out’, but the TAV 
skips the ‘goings out’ phrase alto-
gether, translating
الأزل       ــام أي ــذ من ــديم الق منذ .يكون

To summarize, these passages, up-
on which the New Testament erect-
ed its Christology, bear a strong and 
remarkable witness to the divinity of 
the coming Messiah. However, the 
witness is carefully expressed, and 
care must be taken for it to come 
through clearly. Evangelists and disci-
plers should be familiar with the 
treatment of these passages in the 
translation that they are using and be 
ready to help the reader where the 
translation is not clear.

General Issues19

The first general issue is the treat-
ment of ‘The Son of Man’ title, and 
one that was raised in the discussion 
of Daniel 7:13-14 above. The details 
will not be repeated here, except to 
reiterate that the translation of ‘Son 

of Man’ in the NT should make clear 
the connection to Daniel 7:13-14. 
The Gospels use the title 82 times, so 
this is not an arcane point.

The second general issue is related to 
the translation of kurios, which our 
English versions translate as ‘Lord’. 

III. New Testament Passages and Considerations

18  JDM, p 132.  Emphasis supplied.
19  Much of this section deals with the titles of Christ, especially ‘Son of Man’ and ‘Lord’.  

Rick Brown has discussed these titles and alternatives to the title ‘Son of God’ in his arti-
cle ‘The Son of God:  Understanding the Messianic Titles of Jesus’, International Journal of 
Frontier Missions 17 (Spring 2000) pp 41-52.  The KS partially implements his suggestions.  
The article cannot be considered in detail here; I am preparing a response to Brown’s 
proposals.
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This word, along with ‘Christ’ 
(anointed one, the Greek equivalent 
of ‘Messiah’), is one of the chief desig-
nations of Jesus in the New Testa-
ment. Its translation is therefore an 
issue not confined to one or two 
passages. There are two lines of 
thought to consider, one concerning 
the Greek background of the word, 
the other concerning the use of the 
word by Greek-speaking Jews, 
through the influence of the Septu-
agint, the Greek translation of the 
Old Testament.

That the Greek word kurios meant 
‘lord’ is not in dispute. It was used of 
both gods and men. The best-known 
example of its use for a man is the 
phrase, ‘Caesar is Lord,’ a phrase that 
Paul seems to allude to when he 
writes to the Corinthians, ‘[…] no 
one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except in 
the Holy Spirit’  (1 Cor. 12:3).  How-
ever, while acknowledging the use of 
kurios with men, it must be remem-
bered that there was still often an 
implication of deity: Caesar was con-
sidered a ‘god’.

However, the use of kurios among 
Greek-speaking Christians of the first 
century, whether Hellenistic Jewish 
background believers or pagan back-
ground believers, was far more specif-
ic, owing to its use in the Septuagint, 
the Greek translation of the Old 

Testament. In the Septuagint, kurios is 
used to translate both Adonai and 
Yahweh. The use of kurios for the 
latter reflects the Jewish practice of 
reading Adonai in place of Yahweh, but 
it also gave a unique status to the 
word among Jews and Christians that 
discouraged its use – in an absolute 
sense – for men. It is a matter of 
history that many Christians were 
martyred because they would not 
confess, ‘Caesar is lord’ (kurios).20  If 
the demand had been to acknowl-
edge Caesar as king or master, there 
would have been no issue of 
conscience.21  But for the early 
church, Jesus was kurios in a way that 
excluded all others.

Having said that the early Christians 
used kurios differently from non-
Christian Greek speakers, it is nec-
essary to affirm that Christian usage 
was not so narrow and private that 
pagan Romans simply failed to under-
stand the significance of the Chris-
tian use of kurios. The deaths of the 
martyrs cannot be construed as an 
unnecessary tragedy due to regretta-
ble differences in ‘minority’ and 
‘majority’ usage.

In the Arabic translations, the SVDB, 
the KH and the TAV almost uniform-

ly translate22 kurios using الرب al-rabb. 
In contrast, the KS has an apparent 

20  See Christendom by Roland H. Bainton, Volume 1, pp 51-58.
21 See, for example, Luke 20:25.
22 More than 15 occurrences were reviewed in the Gospels and the Epistles.
23 See footnote 9 above.
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policy of translating kurios using sayyid 
or mawla.23  For example, in Acts 
2:36 (‘[…] God has made him both 
Lord and Christ.’) the KS translates       
ــل  الك ــيد س ــيح المس االله ــه جعل
‘God made him the Christ, Lord 
(sayyid) of all’. In Philippians 2:11, 
(‘Jesus Christ is Lord’), the transla-
tion is
ــا   مولان ــو ه المسيح عيسى
‘Issa the Christ is our lord (mawlana)’. 
Occurrences of ‘The Lord Jesus 
Christ’ are translated using sayyid or 
mawla for kurios. Notable 
exceptions24 to this general rule in 
the KS is Thomas’ exclamation in 
John 20:28, where the translation is  
ــي    واله ربي يا
and 1 Timothy 6:15, Revelation 17:14 
and 19:16. The last three references 

have the important phrase
الأربــاب    ورب الملــوك ملك
‘King of kings and Lord of lords’, 
applied to God the Father in 1 
Timothy and applied to Christ in 
Revelation. 

The decision in the KS to not use 
rabb to translate kurios impacts the 
New Testament witness to the deity 
of Jesus Christ. The impact of sayyid 
and mawla, especially the possessive 
form ‘our lord’ is much less,25 causing 
the reader to put Christ on a level 
with the prophets when the text is 
pointing to something higher. Fur-
thermore, the non-uniform treat-
ment of kurios as a title of Christ is 
distracting and confusing to the per-
son searching the Scriptures to see 
who Jesus is.

Jesus’ self-witness

The following discussion focuses on 
the two instances in which Jesus 
claimed absolute identity with Yahweh 
of the Old Testament. Those two pas-
sages are John 8:58 and John 13:19.

John 8:58  

Jesus said to them, ‘Truly, truly, I say to 
you, before Abraham was, I am.’ 

John 13:19     

I am telling you this now, before it takes 
place, that when it does take place you 
may believe that I am he. 

There are many ‘I am’ sayings in 
John’s Gospel, including ‘I am the 
good shepherd’, ‘I am the door’ and ‘I 
am the vine’. But the particular form 
of John 8:58 and John 13:19 is simply 
‘I am’, which has a direct relation to 
the revelation of the name Yahweh to 

IV.  Consideration of Specific Passages with Implications for 
the Deity of Christ

24 Again, there is considerable difference between the earlier printings of the KS, which use 
predominantly al-rabb, and later printings, which prefer a form of sayyid or mawla.

25 The possessive forms of sayyid and mawla (sayyidi, ‘my lord’ and mawlana, ‘our lord’) are 
the common forms to address men.  The definite form al-mawla is one of the 99 names of 
God.
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Moses in Exodus 3. The last two 
Greek words of both verses are ego 
eimi (I am). The Septuagint 
translation26  of the name of God in 
Exodus 3:14 is ego eimi ho on (I am 
the being [one]). The use of ‘I am’ 
without a complement in John 8:58 
and 13:19, and the use of the 
Septuagint’s wording, show that the 
connection is not spurious.

The SVDB, as mentioned previously, 
resorts to transliteration in Exodus 3, 
and uses ــائن ك أنا for ‘I am’ in John 

8:58 and هو  in John 13:19. The KH أنا
also expresses the idea of pre-exist-
ence in 8:58 using ن ئ ا ك but in a 
subjunctive phrase and with a signifi-
cant reordering of the words. Its 
wording in John 13:19 is هو أنا  as in 

the SVDB. The TAV uses ــائن ك أنا for 

‘I am’ in John 8:58 and هو أنا in John 

13:19. The KS uses هو أنا in both John 
8:58 and John 13:19, paralleling its 
treatment of Exodus 3:14-15.

There are two basic approaches, ei-
ther to transliterate or to explain the 
meaning. The problem with transliter-
ation is that the Hebrew verbs are 
unknown in Arabic, and so the con-
nection between Exodus 3:14-15 and 
John 8:58 cannot be made without 
some external commentary. Giving 
the meaning of the phrase has the 

potential to make the connection 
apparent. KH tries to do both translit-
eration and explanation in Exodus 
3:14-15, but puts additional remarks 
in the text (as mentioned previously) 
raising new problems. The TAV 
wording in the Exodus 3:14-15 is not 
paralleled in John 8:58, but is paral-
leled in 13:19. The KS phrase lacks 
the implication of self-existence, but 
it makes the parallelism between the 
passages obvious. 

Other witness from the Gospels

John 1:18 

No one has ever seen God; the only God, 
who is at the Father's side, he has made 
him known.

In the United Bible Societies’ critical 
Greek text of the New Testament, 
4th Edition, the phrase translated ‘the 
only God’ differs from the Textus 
Receptus, which has ‘the only Son’. 
The manuscript evidence for ‘the only 
God’ was first put forward by F.A. 
Hort in 1876.27 Since then the discov-
ery of more high quality manuscripts 
has strengthened the conclusion that 
‘the only God’ is the original phrase.28

As in Psalm 110:1 and Psalm 45:6-7, it 
is the identification/differentiation 
motif that points to the deity of Christ.

The SVDB, the KH and the KS base 
their translations on ‘the only Son’ 

26 The Septuagint can be viewed online:  http://www.bibelwissenschaft.de/online-
bibeln/septuagintalxx/lesen-im-bibeltext/.

27 Two Dissertations, F.J.A. Hort, 1876, cited in JDM, p 515.
28  JDM, pp 513-516.
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phrase, while the TAV bases the 
translation on ‘the only God’ phrase. 
The complete SVDB was published in 
1865, eleven years before Hort’s 
work, so it is no surprise that it uses 
‘the only Son’. However, it is not 
apparent why KH and KS would use 
‘the only Son’.

Pauline Christological passages

The following passages were re-
viewed in the four translations:  
Romans 9:5 and Titus 2:13, Colos-
sians 1:15-20, 2:9 and Philippians 
2:6-11. In general, the four transla-
tions clearly witness to the deity of 
Christ in Romans 9:5, Colossians 
1:15-20, and Colossians 2:9.  The 
reader is encouraged to study the 
passages and think through their 
discussion in JDM. The other two 
passages need some comment.

Philippians 2:6-7  

who, though he was in the form of God, 
did not count equality with God a thing 
to be grasped, but made himself noth-
ing, taking the form of a servant, being 
born in the likeness of men.

The SVDB, KH and TAV all translate 
the phrase ‘form of God’ by 
االله   ــورة ص
which is also the phrase used to 
translate ‘image of God’ from the 
Old Testament. The KS uses the 
phrase
االله    ــة طبيعـ
which according to one believer from 
a Muslim background, is a very strong 
statement. However, it can also be 
problematic because ــة -is nor طبيع
mally used only for created beings.

Titus 2:13  

‘[…]waiting for our blessed hope, the 
appearing of the glory of our great God 
and Savior Jesus Christ,’

The translation of this verse presents 
a difficulty in Arabic. The key point is 
that ‘God’ and ‘Saviour’ refer to the 
same person.29  However, the most 
straightforward way to handle the 
Greek phrases in Arabic is to use a 
chain of possessive nouns, but this 
can obscure from the reader that 
‘God’ and ‘Saviour’ refer to one and 
the same person.

29 JDM, pp 471-473.

SVDB :            المســيح يســوع ومخلصــنا العظيــم االله مجــد وظهــور المبــارك الرجــاء منتظــرين
TAV:     يســوع ومخلصــنا العظيــم إلهنــا مجــد ظهــور يــوم نــرجوه، الــذي المبارك اليوم منتظرين

ــيح المس
KS: ــيح المس ــى عيس ــم العظي ــذنا ومنق ــا إلهن ــيء بمج ــعيد، الس ــا أملن ــق يتحق أن ــر ننتظ ــا بينم

ــه جلال في
KH:           ومخلصــنا ــا إلهن لمجــد ــني العل الظهــور ــم ث الســعيد، ــا رجائن تحقيــق ننتظــر فيمــا

ــيح المس ــوع يس ــم العظي



19

V. Conclusion

The SVDB is very direct, but that 
leads to an ambiguity. Is it ‘the ap-
pearing of the glory of our great God 
and [the appearing] of our saviour, 
Jesus Christ’, with two ‘appearings’ 
and two different persons, or is it 
‘the appearing of the glory of the 
great God and our saviour’, with 
‘great God’ and ‘saviour’ referring to 
one and the same person?  Likewise, 
it is not clear from the grammar of 
the TAV if ‘God’ and ‘saviour’ refer 
to the same person. The KS makes 
‘God’ and ‘saviour’ refer to the same 

person with ‘great’ as an adjective for 
both. The KH succeeds in showing 
the connection by breaking up the 
chain of possessive nouns with م ث  
This may be the best solution to 
show that ‘God’ and ‘saviour’ refer to 
one and the same person (although 
that solution has other effects that 
represent a departure from the text).  
The evangelist or discipler can over-
come any lack of clarity here; the 
important point for the deity of 
Christ is that one and the same per-
son is meant.

The SVDB, the KH and the TAV give 
clear translations of the key Christo-
logical passages, with some failures of 
varying degrees as noted. Revisions 
that remedy these failures would be 
welcome. However, the KS witness 
to the deity of Christ is mixed. In 
many of the Christological passages, 
the KS treatment is very strong and 
accurate; in others, the treatment 
limits the application of the verse to 
its OT setting (especially Psalm 2:7) 
making NT use of the passage mis-
leading or unclear. Some difficulties 
stem from the treatment of the titles 
of Christ. A revision of the KS that 
addresses the specific issues dis-
cussed above would strengthen the 
translation and make it more useful 
to church planters.

One aspect of the Bible’s witness 
to the deity of Christ has not been 

considered here.  It is those passag-
es in which the ‘NT unhesitatingly 
applies’30 to Jesus OT passages in 
which Yahweh (either as the speak-
er or one referred to) is the sub-
ject.  Examples include Joel 2:32 by 
Acts 2:21 and Romans 10:13, Isaiah 
8:14 by Romans 9:32-33, Isaiah 
44:6 by Revelation 1:17; 2:8; 22:12-
13, Isaiah 45:23 by Romans 14:11 
and Philippians 2:10.  I commend 
them to your study and witness.

The deity of Christ is a precious truth 
of the Gospel, and ultimately one of 
the greatest attractions of the Gospel 
to Muslims. In a day when the deity 
of Christ is often viewed as an embar-
rassment or spurious, may God grant 
that our translations and appeals give 
clear and unashamed witness to our 
divine Saviour and Lord.

30  JDM, p 160.
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Choosing an Arabic Bible 
Based on comprehensibility and translation philosophy 

by Tim and Sharon Warner

Abstract

After evaluating the most common existing Arabic Bible translations as to 
where they fall on a ‘formal equivalent – functional equivalent’ scale, the 
authors used a representative selection of Bible verses from each transla-
tion to test comprehension among nine relatively open-minded, educated 
Yemeni readers. While all translations tested had some problems with com-
prehensibility, the formal translations were found to be much more diffi-
cult for respondents to understand than functionally equivalent 
(meaning-based) translations. The authors recommend further research 
and suggest their results will be useful for those wanting to communicate 
God’s Word clearly to Muslim readers with little or no Bible background. 

Arabic Bible translations – just like 
Bible translations in English – vary 
greatly in their philosophies of trans-
lation. These Bible translations also 
differ in how well they are under-
stood by Muslims and believers from 
Muslim backgrounds (BMBs).  Over 
the past fifteen years in the Arab 
world, we have had the opportunity 
to watch our local friends interact 
with several major Arabic transla-
tions of the Bible. We have observed 
that formally equivalent translations 
(sometimes referred to as ‘literal’ 
translations) such as the Smith - Van 
Dyck - Bustani (SVB) were less easily 
understood by the Yemeni people 
we worked with than the translations 

that tended towards functional equiv-
alence (sometimes referred to as 
‘meaning-based’ translations), such as 
the Today’s Arabic Version (TAV) or 
the Sharif (SHR). We also noticed 
that most believers using and provid-
ing people with Arabic Bibles had 
little idea of which translations were 
available or which Bibles to choose 
for different circumstances. Some-
times they were  not even aware that 
there were different translations to 
choose from.  

A method of evaluating differences in 
translation philosophies and level of 
understandability suggested itself when 
one of us was recently reading Fee and 

Tim and Sharon Warner are translators in the Arab world. They have been living in 
the Arabian Peninsula since 1993.

Introduction
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Strauss’ book, How to Choose a Transla-
tion for All Its Worth:  A Guide to Under-
standing and Using Bible Versions, which 
compares English Bible translations 
along a form-function continuum. 1 We 
decided to apply their method to Ara-
bic translations of the Bible in order to 
help ourselves and others in ministry 
to Muslims to choose an Arabic trans-
lation in a more informed fashion. 

In our experience, few people, even 
when dealing with Bible translations 
in their own mother tongue, feel 
adequately knowledgeable in either 
biblical languages or the theory of 
translation to be able to make in-
formed choices about which transla-
tion to use in different circumstances.   
In the sphere of Arabic Bible transla-
tions, this situation is compounded 
by the fact that the majority of peo-
ple who use the Bible in ministry to 
Muslims are from non-Arabic-speak-
ing backgrounds. They often base 
their decisions about translation 
choice on what other people use, on 
whether a parallel English translation 
is included, or even simply on what is 
available. It is our hope that this brief 
study will inform and provide an ob-
jective way to help in answering the 
following two questions: 

1. Where do the current major 
Arabic Bible translations fall 
along the formal equivalent to 
functional equivalent spectrum?  

2. How well are the most widely 
used Arabic translations under-
stood by our Muslim cousins?

We are aware that emotions some-
times enter into these kinds of discus-
sions and that ‘Bible wars’ may occur, 
most commonly with formal equiva-
lence proponents pitching them-
selves against functional equivalence 
proponents and vice-versa (often 
with all too little Christian love in the 
exchange).  In such a polemic envi-
ronment, let us state our belief up-
front, which is that no one Bible 
translation can meet all the needs for 
a language community.  For those 
who have not been previously ex-
posed to the Bible, a functionally 
equivalent translation is useful in or-
der to ‘get at the meaning’ (unless 
the language community is so small 
that all members have access to a 
trained Bible teacher).  On the other 
hand, for those who are already quite 
familiar with the Bible, a formally 
equivalent translation is a useful 
study aid, especially when accompa-
nied by helps such as those found in 
Study Bibles.  Finally, a mediating 
translation, which falls somewhere 
between the two poles of the spec-
trum, often provides a suitable mid-
dle-ground position for many 
readers.2   We believe that there is 
no perfect translation and that there 
are mistakes in all translations. Yet 
the Holy Spirit uses these imperfect 
translations, and the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit is more crucial to under-
standing the truths of God than any 
particular translation. 3 
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The form-function spectrum

In the first stage of this study, twen-
ty-five terms or lexical items were 
chosen from twenty-three verses in 
the following five Arabic Bible trans-
lations most commonly used in our 
area: Smith – van Dyck – Bustani 
(SVB), New Jesuit Version (NJV), 
New Arabic Version (NAV), 
Today’s Arabic Version (TAV) and 
the Sharif (SHR). Verses were cho-
sen exclusively from Fee and 
Strauss’ book in order to avoid any 
bias of verse choice. These verses 
represent a spectrum of categories 
relevant to determining where any 
one translation falls along the for-
mal-functional equivalence spec-
trum. Some of the categories 
represented are idioms, 
implicit/explicit information, geni-
tive constructions and technical or 
theological terms.  Further research 
might make use of additional catego-
ries and verses.  

After choosing which terms to exam-
ine, we placed each translation in its 
place along the form-function continu-
um in the following manner: first, each 
verse in each translation was marked 
as to whether it represented a formal 
or functional translation of that term.  
The number of verses were then to-
talled and the translation was placed 
in its appropriate position along the 

formal equivalence-functional equiva-
lence continuum.4  

Understandability: correct, 
wrong or unknown meaning

The interviewees

After classifying the verses according 
to formal or functional equivalence, 
we elicited local input, through one 
to three-hour interviews with nine 
native Yemeni Arabic speakers.  In-
terviewees were chosen for their 
willingness to be interviewed on 
questions relating to the Bible.  Al-
though we attempted to interview 
Yemenis from a wide range of educa-
tional levels, all interviewees had an 
educational level well above the 
norm for typical Yemenis – either 
formally or through extensive read-
ing and self-study. All except for two 
of the interviewees had graduated 
from university or were currently 
enrolled as students. One was a uni-
versity professor.  All were in their 
twenties and thirties and only one 
was a woman.  As a group, our 
respondents also had had more con-
tact with Christians and the Bible 
than is common for Yemenis as a 
whole: all but one had had some 
prior contact with Christians and 
only two had not had any contact 
with Scripture before (through read-
ing the Bible, Internet, radio, talking 
to Christians, etc); three were BMBs. 

Methodology
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Conducting the interviews 

We and several other non-native Ara-
bic speakers conducted the interviews. 
During the interviews, we initially 
looked at one term at a time in each 
of the different translations.  However, 
we quickly discovered that with each 
translation following on so closely 
from the other, there was a lot of 
learning that took place as each suc-
cessive translation of a term was en-
countered, so, as it turned out, we 
were not actually measuring how well 
a term was being communicated by 
each successive translation.  There-
fore, we chose to conduct the inter-
views by focusing on one translation 
at a time to avoid as much as possible 
this carry-over effect.  Also, since our 
experience has shown us that as a 
general rule the more functionally 
equivalent translations tend to com-

municate meaning (whether it be cor-
rect or incorrect) more clearly than 
formally equivalent ones, we ordered 
the presentation of translations in our 
interviews from the formally-equiva-
lent to the more functionally-equiva-
lent versions, again in order to avoid 
influencing understanding as much as 
possible.   The interviewee was given 
each term in the context of the imme-
diate sentence or two in Scripture, to 
provide an adequate point of refer-
ence, and asked to explain how he or 
she understood its meaning.  The 
interviewer immediately recorded the 
answer on a form provided, either in 
Arabic or translated into English.  
Then after working through each term 
for that translation version, the same 
process was repeated for each suc-
cessive version.  

VERSION:  NJV INTERVIEWEE # 1
Verse English 

back-
transla-
tion

Word Correct 
meaning

Original

C W U
Matt. 
7:29

Their 
scribes

   Scribes 
(scholars & 
authorities 
on the 
Law)

 Like the 
SVB:  some-
one who 
writes, clerk 
/ secretary

1

2 Kings 
2:7

The sons 
of the 
prophets

Sons of the 
prophets 
(prophets’ 
guild)

 Like the 
SVB:  sons 
of the proph-
ets 1

C = Correct meaning; W =  wrong meaning; U = unclear meaning

Table 1:  Example from Respondent Form
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How results were evaluated

Results were tabulated on a spread-
sheet and evaluated to determine 
whether answers conveyed a correct 
meaning, wrong meaning or a lack of 
understanding (see example in Table 1 
above). Some recorded answers were 
unclear to us due to inadequate record-
ing, and were discarded. Finally, to 
check whether there might be bias of 
the researcher in assessing answers 

from different translations or from dif-
ferent respondents, one of the authors 
randomly selected fifty answers from 
the various translations and respond-
ents and reassessed how the original 
tabulator (the other author) would 
evaluate them as to understandability.  
In every case the answer was reas-
sessed into the same category as  that 
into which it had originally been placed.

Figure 1:  Main Arabic Translations5 
(English version in alternate font for comparison)

  Formal equivalent  |           Mediating     | Functional equivalent
  
  SVB             NJV                           TAV               SHR
           NAV
               

NASB KJV  ESV       NIV     REB  GW       NLT       CEV 

KEY:

SVB Smith / van Dyck / Bustani    NASB New American Standard

NJV New Jesuit Version     KJV  King James Version

NAV New Arabic Version (Book of Life)  ESV  English Standard Version

TAV Today’s Arabic Version (Mushtarika)  NIV  New International Version

SHR Sharif       REB  Revised English Bible

          GW  God’s Word

          NLT  New Living Translation

          CEV  Contemporary English Version

Formal – functional equivalence 
range

As can be seen from the form-function 
continuum in Figure 1 above which in-
cludes the English translations beneath 

the Arabic ones for comparison, and the 
following summary Table 2 on next page, 
the five Arabic translations appear to fall 
along a fairly broad range of the spec-
trum from Formal Equivalence (the SVB  

Results 
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and NJV translations) through Mediat-
ing (the NAV and TAV) to Functional 
Equivalence (the SHR translation).  
Based on Fee and Strauss’ definitions, 
the SVB is an extremely formal equiva-
lent translation, roughly equivalent to 
the NASB and KJV/ NKJV in English6; 
the NAV and TAV translations fall 
somewhere in the middle of the spec-
trum, rather like the English NIV; and 
the SHR is the sole functional equivalent 
translation (falling somewhere between 
the GW and NLT in English).

Communicativeness: Getting 
at the Correct Meaning

Now as interesting and as potentially 
useful as these results may be, the 
truly striking thing we discovered is 
not where any one translation falls 
along the formal-functional spectrum, 

Version % 
Correct

%
Wrong

%
Unclear

SVB 11 55 34

NJV 27 53 19

NAV 37 54 9

TAV 49 43 8

SHR 72 19 9

all 39 45 16

Table 3
Translation 
Communicativeness

Version Formally 
equivalent 

verses

Functionally 
equivalent 

verses

SVB 24 1

NJV 18 7

NAV 12 13

TAV 12 13

SHR 7 18

Table 2 
Formal / Functional Equivalence

Formal Equivalence

Mediating

Functional Equivalence

but rather how often the transla-
tions fail to communicate correct 
meaning.  As we see in Table 3 
(above) and Figure 2 (next page), 
figures range from 55% wrong  and 
34% unclear meaning for the SVB to 
19% wrong and 9% unclear for the 
SHR, based on the terms examined 
in this study.

This failure to communicate correct 
meaning is especially noteworthy 
when we recall that our local inform-
ants were far more educated and 
biblically literate than the average 
person in Yemen, suggesting that the 
average person might understand 
even fewer of the verses.  From 
Figure 2 we can see that although 
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none of the translations can claim 
boasting rights to a high percentage 
of correct meaning, we do observe a 
fairly broad range in how accurate 
the translations are: the SVB has the 
smallest percentage of correct mean-
ing at 11%, while the Sharif  has the 
highest at 72%.7

Additionally, we see wrong and un-
known renderings are not just found 
not in one type of translation, but in 
both formal and functional types of 
translations (see Figure 3 below).  
However, less wrong meaning arises 
from the functional side of the spec-

trum for, after all, the purpose of a 
functional equivalent translation is to 
clearly communicate meaning.  We 
also see from the chart that the lion’s 
share of unknown meaning comes 
from the formal equivalent transla-
tions (at roughly 20% versus 6% for 
the functional equivalent translations), 
especially the SVB. This is also not 
too surprising as these translations 
often use foreign grammar and con-
struction, as well as rare lexical items, 
including borrowings from Greek and 
Syriac and literal idioms and meta-
phors which rarely communicate 
cross-linguistically.  

FUNCTIONAL

Unknown meaning
Wrong meaning
Correct meaning

FORMAL

Unknown meaning
Wrong meaning
Correct meaning

Figure 3: Meaningfulness of Formal and Functional 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

SVB

NJV

NAV

TAV

SHR

Unknown Wrong Correct 

Figure 2:  Arabic Translations - Charted 
for Meaning

Percentage
correct meaning:
SVB – 11%

NJV – 27%
NAV – 37%
TAV – 49%

SHR – 72%
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Possibilities for improving 
the study

As we mentioned above, our first goal 
in conducting this study was to find an 
objective way to evaluate Arabic Bible 
translations. We can see from the 
limited data in this study that the 
placement of Arabic translations 
along the form-function scale is as we 
saw in Figure 1, and that the under-
standability of Arabic translations is 
rather poor, especially in the more 
formal equivalent translations. How-
ever, there are a number of things we 
should consider.  First, the number of 
terms examined and respondents in-
terviewed in our study was quite low, 
with the latter representing a very 
small segment of the population. A 
greater number and variety of both 
verses and interviewees would have 
provided broader results, but this is 
difficult to do in Yemen due to 
people’s reluctance to be interviewed 
or to approach the Bible.  

With regards to the placement of the 
Arabic Bible translations along the 
form-function continuum, our experi-
ence would have us place both the 
NJV and the SHR more to the left on 
the scale than our study results show.  
The NJV should be placed near the 
SVB, with the SHR at the 
Mediating/Functional border in the 
region of the English REB. Further 
study utilizing a broader range of vers-
es should clarify this situation.

As for our pool of interviewees, study 
results were obtained from a small 
group of fairly narrowly defined Yem-
eni Arabic speakers, and extrapola-
tion can only be tentative.  We expect 
that less educated Yemenis, which 
would include most women, would 
understand even less of the Bible than 
our group of respondents did, and 
many would be completely unable to 
read the text, as many Yemenis are 
illiterate.  On the other hand, we 
would not be surprised to find great-
er understanding of these Bible trans-
lations in other areas of the Arab 
world that enjoy higher levels of liter-
acy and greater exposure to Chris-
tians and Christian teaching.

Some answers received in the study 
were inadequately recorded and 
were therefore discarded from the 
data.  This problem could have been 
resolved through better selection and 
training of interviewers in eliciting 
clear, useful data.  We noticed, for 
example, that some interviewers ac-
cepted an answer such as ‘he gave him 
another heart’ for the Hebrew idiom  
(wa yahafakh-lo lev ‘akher) ‘he gave him 
another heart,’ rather than asking the 
further question, ‘What do you under-
stand to be meant by that?’ Although 
some interviewers could be easily 
trained to go that extra mile to elicit 
more useful data, others were natu-
rals and knew intuitively how to ‘get 
at the meaning’ of what was in the 
head of the respondent.  Another 
useful step would have been to make 

 Discussion
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audio recordings of the interviews, if 
interviewees were to allow this.  

As verses were chosen exclusively 
from Fee and Strauss’s book, the 
results obviously do not represent 
the level of understanding of the 
entire Bible by an individual. Verses 
were chosen by Fee and Strauss as 
those which are often more difficult 
to understand in an English transla-
tion; this does not necessarily reflect 
those verses difficult for Yemeni Ara-
bic speakers, nor does it reflect the 
difficulty of the Bible as a whole. 
There was also no attempt to evalu-
ate understanding of different genres 
(e.g. narrative in contrast to poetry 
or persuasive material).

Some general observations

The method of starting with all of the 
terms from one translation and then 
moving on to the next translation 
was designed to reduce the amount 
of carry-over from translation to 
translation, but some carry-over did 
inevitably happen. It is possible that 
as individuals were exposed to differ-
ent versions of the same verse, 
‘learning’ of meaning occurred, and a 
portion of the increase in understand-
ing from form-based translations to 
meaning-based occurred because of 
the order in which the versions were 
presented.  Support of this possibility 
might include the comment of one 
respondent on a later translation, ‘So 
that’s what that meant.’  However, in 
such cases we found that when a 
formal equivalent translation then 
followed a functional one, rather 

than giving what they now under-
stood to be the correct meaning, 
they would say something like ‘this 
one is like the SVB.’  

People are problem-solving crea-
tures.  Each individual tried to find 
meaning in each text, sometimes 
making multiple hypotheses for possi-
ble meanings (e.g. ‘the Pharisees 
must be a group from one village or 
place named Pharis and the tax col-
lectors [عشار] are from another 
place).  On occasions where the text 
made no sense to the interviewee, 
the explanation given was that either 
a word was unfamiliar or that the 
combination of words did not make 
sense given the usual meaning of the 
words as the individual understood 
them.   However, most individuals 
tried to derive meaning from what 
they were reading, often thinking 
about the verse for some time. In 
Exodus 34.13, for example, destroy-
ing Asherahs is spoken of.  The NJV 
uses a word for Asherahs that means 
‘tent pegs’ to our respondents. This 
led to misunderstandings such as ‘the 
tent pegs which they worship,’ or 
‘holy stakes? How can they be holy?’ 
or, ‘This answer is completely differ-
ent [from SVB].  It means tent 
pegs…The things you thought were 
fixed and depending on, get pulled up 
…maybe ‘holy’ should be taken sar-
castically?’ This last example high-
lights how our interviewees 
intelligently tried to understand what 
they were given, even giving abstract 
meaning to verses which otherwise 
seemed to make no sense.  Interest-
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ingly, education level within our 
group (of highly educated people) 
did not correlate with higher levels 
of understanding: the most highly 
educated member of our sample, 
who had one of the highest levels of 
exposure to Scripture, misunder-
stood about an average amount.  
On the other hand, the three BMBs 
(among them the two least educat-
ed members of our sample) had by 
far the highest understanding of 
these Bible verses, even though they 
did not have the greatest exposure 
to Scripture or to Christians. It is 
likely that these believers had 
learned relevant Bible background 
and cultural information through 
their fellow believers that, in con-
junction with the illuminating work 
of the Holy Spirit,  enabled them to 
correctly interpret texts that would 
otherwise be obscure. 

Misunderstanding due to 
world view differences

One thing that became very clear in 
people’s responses to the verses was 
how strong the tendency is to base 
understanding of new material on 
previous knowledge and beliefs aris-
ing out of one’s experience and 
world view.  For example, in 2 Kings 
2:7 the Hebrew refers to ‘sons of the 
prophets’ meaning a group of proph-
ets from the company, or guild, of 
prophets (English translations NIB 
and NAB).  This is literally translated 
in the Arabic SVB, NJV and NAV, and 
meaningfully as ‘a group of prophets’ 
in TAV and SHR.  The only individu-

als in our sample who understood 
the correct meaning, even when 
reading the meaningful translation, 
were the three BMBs.  In Islam, only 
one prophet is understood to be in 
the world at any particular time, so 
our Islamic respondents could not 
imagine there could be such a thing 
as a group of prophets. They there-
fore made the best sense they could 
of the passage, understanding it to 
mean either offspring of prophets or 
followers of prophets.  This is an 
issue of world-view difference be-
tween the Islamic understanding of 
the world and the biblical one, rather 
than a translation issue.  

Another example of how the Islamic 
world view prevails in Muslim read-
ing of Scripture is the near universal 
misunderstanding of ‘the righteous-
ness of God’ in Romans 1:17.  In the 
original text, this refers to how God 
imputes righteousness to people, ac-
cepts them and includes them into 
his covenant community, but it was 
almost universally understood by 
our respondents to be related to 
people’s obedience to God, to our 
correct behaviour in following his 
laws.10  Such misunderstandings of 
meaning will occur in any translation, 
regardless of translation philosophy. 
Teaching from believers (whether in 
person or in footnotes, by radio, or 
other books or tapes) is most likely 
to overcome this. 
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Conclusion

In spite of some of the weaknesses of 
this study that we have mentioned 
above, we nevertheless feel that we 
have made some progress towards 
evaluating Arabic Bible translations in a 
systematic and informed way.  We also 
hope that our research will help read-
ers to make a more informed choice 
on appropriate translations for com-
municating with our Muslim friends. 

We were unable to evaluate in our 
research the recently-published inter-

pretive reading of the Gospels and 
Acts entitled The True Meaning of the 
Gospel of Christ. This project was done 
by CBBs and BMBs working in collabo-
ration with open-minded Muslim aca-
demics. 11  We expect that this text 
will fall further to the right on the 
form-function continuum than the 
Sharif.  If it is easily understood by our 
Muslim friends, then this may provide 
yet another good option for our minis-
try toolbox.  

1 Gordon D. Fee and Mark L. Strauss, 
 How to Choose a Translation for All Its 
 Worth: A Guide to Understanding and Us
 ing Bible Versions (Grand Rapids, MI: 
 Zondervan, 2007).

 2 Fee and Strauss, p. 26, state, 
 Formal equivalence, also known as 

”literal” or ”word-for-word” translation, 
seeks to retain the form of the He-
brew or Greek while producing basi-
cally understandable English.  This goal 
is pursued for both words and gram-
mar.….. functional equivalence, also 
known as idiomatic or meaning-based 
translation, seeks to reproduce its 
meaning in good idiomatic English.  
Functional equivalence was originally 
called dynamic equivalence…. Advo-
cates of functional equivalence stress 
that the translation should sound as 
clear and natural to the contemporary 
reader as the original text sounded to 
the original readers.’   For a more de-
tailed discussion see the book.

 3 Note, for instance, the many biblical au-
thors’ references to the Old Testament 
in which they quote the Greek Septu-
agint rather than the original Hebrew.  
Matthew, for example, in chapter 12, 
verse 21 of his Gospel, quotes the Septu-
agint translation for Isaiah 42:4 rather 
than giving his own Greek translation of 
the Hebrew original.

 4  Determining whether any particular 
translation represents a formal or func-
tional equivalent of the original term is 
usually quite straightforward, e.g., the 
NAV translation

ــني ب ــاء  الانبي
‘the sons of the prophets’ for bene
hanavi’iim  ‘the sons of the prophets’ 
(referring to the prophet’s guild) is clear-
ly formally equivalent, whereas the SHR 
translation الانبيــاء  the group of‘ جماعة
the prophets’ is clearly functionally 
equivalent.  However, sometimes the 
determination is not so easy.   For 
example, the SVB translation of Pilate’s 

Endnotes
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rhetorical question,  
‘Am I a Jew,’ is 

يهــودي آنــا آلعلى  
‘Am I perhaps a Jew’.  Although not 
completely a word-for-word translation, 
it is nonetheless clearly not a functionally 
equivalent translation (which would be 
something along the lines of ‘I am not a 
Jew’) and was marked in this study as 
being formally equivalent to the original. 

5 Placements for English versions along 
the spectrum taken from Fee & 
Strauss, 2007.

6 KJV and SVB can also be equated in 
their use of language not currently in 
common parlance, in the fact that both 
are based on the Erasmus Greek trans-
lation tradition rather than the more 
common NA27/UBS4, and also in how 
some groups who have traditionally 
used them hold firmly to the transla-
tion as sacred, the only ‘true Bible’.

7 Interestingly, for the three BMBs, the 
NAV had the highest understanding 
rate at 65%.  Our suspicion is that 
this might be due to the fact that the 
majority of non-native Arabic-speak-
ing church planters (at least those 
we’ve come across in our fifteen 
years of ministry in Yemen) tend to 
use this version in their work, result-
ing in the NAV being the familiar one 
to most BMBs.

8 One example, offered by Rick Brown in 
an email communication, is Mark 1:9 
which says in ESV ‘In those days Jesus 
came from Nazareth of Galilee and was 
baptized by John in the Jordan.’ Arabic 
does not have a passive construction 

with an agent, but SVB tried to create 
one: 

الأردن  ــي ف ــا يوحن من  واعتمد
 ‘and (Jesus) leaned away from John in 
Jordan.’

 9 A few examples of these loan words 
are karaza ‘to preach’ from the 
Greek kerûsso,  nâmûs ‘the Law (of 
Moses)’ from the Greek nomos, and 
malakût ‘kingdom’ from the Syriac 
malkût, even though in Arabic 
malakût means ‘sovereignty’.

10 Example responses: ‘Righteousness is 
what God announces about how we 
behave,’ ‘how people become obedi-
ent,’ ‘obedience to God,’  ‘In the Injeel 
(Gospel), the obedience to God is 
revealed,’  ‘God explained how a per-
son can become obedient,’ ‘how God 
gives to man filial obedience from his 
works,’ ‘God reveals what people can 
do to be righteous before him (the way 
of the righteous),’ ‘God announces 
how we can be righteous, walk in duty,’ 
‘God showed us how he can consider 
us to be righteous (if we follow his 
laws).’ One person said, ‘righteousness 
(of God) which we present to him 
through our obedience. The word 

“God” not important - it just clarifies 
“godly righteousness”.  We obey him in 
godly righteousness.’

ــيح 11 المس ــل لإنجي ــحيح الص ــنى المع  can 
be ordered through the following website: 
www.al-kalima.com.  It can also be pur-
chased directly from this online bookstore: 
http://www.adabwafan.com/display/product
.asp?id=61495.
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Initial Response to Reading 
The True Meaning of the Gospel of Christ

by Phillip Drapper

I received a copy of The True Meaning 
of the Gospel of Christ in May when it 
was distributed at the national book 
fair in the country where I work. I 
had heard that sales were very good 
and was very interested in reading it 
because it had created a little contro-
versy among the workers. What fol-
lows is not a book review as such, 
but an initial reaction to the publica-
tion. My goals in writing this are to 
lay out some issues for future discus-
sion. Since I have gone over the trans-
lation quickly and have only read 
some of the articles, I feel that this is 
all I can do at the moment.

My first comment on the book relates 
to its format. It is not just a translation 
of the Gospels and Acts, but it also 
contains articles on a variety of sub-
jects, mostly relating to concepts and 
objections that Muslims have concern-
ing the Bible. This, I believe, is an 
excellent idea. I have always tried to 
get Muslims to read one of the Gos-
pels and to pray that God would re-
veal Himself to them. While in most 
cases I would still just give an individu-
al Gospel to a seeker, I might use a 
book like this for someone who has 
serious questions about Christ.

As I look at the titles of the articles, I 
am very impressed in that they almost 
all answer questions that Muslims ask 
about the New Testament.  For exam-
ple: ‘The Concept of Inspiration in 
Christianity and Islam’, ‘The relation-
ship of the Messiah to God’ and ‘The 
Meaning of the Phrase “Son of God”’.  
The only other issue I can think of that 
should be covered would be that of 
Israel in the Bible versus modern-day 
Israel. There are a few articles that 
deal with things that do not normally 
trouble Muslims, but in general I can’t 
disagree with the selection of topics. 
What needs to be determined, though, 
is how well the volume accomplishes 
its goal. The articles themselves also 
need further analysis:  how true are 
they to New Testament theology?  I 
felt that the article on the Kingdom of 
God was very good but I need to look 
more closely at some of the others.

I do, however, have two concerns 
after reading this translation. The first 
deals with the way that salaam alayhu 
(peace be upon him) is written after 
the names of prophets and salaamahu 
alayna (his peace be upon us) is writ-
ten after the name of Jesus. While I 
have heard that some people are 
against this for theological reasons, I 

Phillip and his wife Cindy have lived in the Arab world for ten years. For the past seven years they 
have been involved in church planting and evangelism in North Africa.
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am more concerned about how this 
might be perceived by readers. I ap-
plaud the fact that the translators 
want to show that Jesus is unique, but 
this is done in a way that the biblical 
writers clearly do not do. In fact, it 
seems almost gimmicky to me. I 
would raise the question for further 
discussion:  does this add anything to 
the translation?  Will this make Mus-
lims more receptive to reading it?

The other concern deals with the 
translation of the terms ‘Son of God’ 
and ‘Father.’  ‘Son of God’ is translat-
ed habib Allah al-wahid (‘the unique 
beloved of God’) or just ‘Messiah’. In 
John 1:18 the term ibn Allah appears 
in the actual translation, so it is not 
true that the term is totally removed 
from the translation. Actually, there 
is a footnote explaining the transla-
tion of ibn allah as habib Allah al-wahid 
in John 1:18. Also there is an article 
in the volume about ‘Son of God.’  
The article correctly links the term to 
the chosen King in the line of David. 
However, at the end of the article, 
there is a very strong statement: ‘The 
expression “Son of God” simply 
means “the awaited messiah” or 

“Glorious King”, nothing more and 
nothing less.’ The adding of ‘nothing 
more or nothing less’ seems to mini-
mize the richness of the meaning of 
both ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’.  An 
interesting recent treatment of the 
term appears in chapter 14 of Gor-
don Fee’s Pauline Christology. I realize 
that this is dealing with Paul, but you 
see the same development in the 
Gospels, especially in John.

This seems to me to present prob-
lems for translating certain passages. 
In Paul, we see a lot of emphasis on 
the concept of ‘Eternal Son of God’, 
especially in Ephesians. How can we 
eliminate father/son terminology 
from verses like Ephesians 1:2-3, 4:13 
and 6:7, 23? It seems like when you 
come to Paul, you have to return to 
sonship language. 

In the present volume there is anoth-
er place where I think it doesn't work 
at all. Matthew 28:19 is translated 
taharuhum bilma' bism allah wa masiihi-
hi wa ruuhihi ilqadus (cleanse them 
with water in the name of God, His 
Messiah, and His Holy Spirit). This 
seems to be a deliberate attempt to 
eliminate proto-trinitarian language. 
Not only are Father and Son eliminat-
ed, but possessive pronouns are add-
ed before Messiah and Holy Spirit. I 
understand what the translators are 
trying to do, but this is very radical. 
Hopefully, they were consulting NT 
scholars as they were doing this. 
Why not leave the term ‘Son of God’ 
in the translation and include the 
article in the appendix?

Also, the word ‘father’ is translated 
wali instead of ab which is found in 
most other Arabic translations. Of 
course these terms can be used 
interchangeably, but they do have 
slightly different nuances. The term 
wali has a nuance of having authority 
or responsibility over another; 
whereas the term ab has a nuance of 
love and intimacy. I have had Arabs 
say that wali is not so shocking for 
Muslims whereas Ab is very shocking. 
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However, I have found that Muslims 
who come to faith in Jesus are very 
drawn to the concept of God as a 
loving father. Could this lead to 
misunderstand in people's minds?  If 
I believe that a word means one 
thing, while the person I am talking 
to attaches another meaning to it, 
we are not really communicating. 

Let me state in conclusion that this is 
just my initial reaction to the volume. 
I look forward to reading it in more 
depth in the coming months. Also let 
me say that the translators have 
done a lot of good things as well. The 
pre-existence of Christ is very clear 
in John 1. John 14 is also clear about 
Jesus being the only way to approach 
the Father. My prayer is that some of 
the people who read this book will 
be drawn to faith, commitment and a 
personal relationship to the Lord 
Jesus Christ. 

I was asked by a person involved in 
the translation how I could see this 
book being used. I told him that 
there were first of all some limita-
tions on it just because of the format. 
It could never be used as a Bible for 
a church or small group. I think this 
will remain true even when the 
whole New Testament is completed. 
I see its use as being quite limited. If 
I was talking to someone about 
Christ and I felt that the person was 
a sincere seeker who had serious 
intellectual questions about the Gos-
pel, I would maybe give him this book. 
I would, however, have to be con-
vinced that he would read it. Other-
wise, I would just give him a Gospel 
of Luke. My main hope for the vol-
ume is that people who have no 
contact with believers will purchase 
it at a book fair or in a shop and that 
through this book, they will encoun-
ter the Living Christ.
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Language ability is one of our highest 
values as a company. Being able to 
communicate in the heart language of 
those we minister to is foundational 
as God works through us to establish 
his church in the Arab world. I am 
thankful that as an organization we 
place such a high value on learning 
language – through encouraging lan-
guage learners to set aside adequate 
finances and time for study, by direct-
ing them to quality language schools 
and by providing support and counsel 
to assist them. 

Recently I surveyed the workers in 
our region in North Africa in an 
effort to discover the current levels 
of language ability. More importantly 
though, I was interested in discover-
ing the factors that past and current 
language learners felt had contribut-
ed to their successful language learn-
ing, as well as those they felt had 
been a hindrance. With more and 
more language students coming into 

our region, I hope that the informa-
tion gleaned from seasoned language 
learners through this survey will be 
helpful in guiding new language stu-
dents as they lay the foundations for 
their own language learning.

In December 2007, I surveyed thirty-
eight people in relation to two gener-
al areas. First, I was interested in 
knowing each person’s current level 
of fluency as well as the level they felt 
was needed for life and ministry. My 
second interest was in discovering 
the factors that had contributed both 
positively and negatively to their 
learning of the language.  The average 
length of time that those who re-
sponded to the survey had lived in 
North Africa was nine years, and 
their average time in the Arab world 
was twelve years. The newest mem-
bers surveyed had been in country 
for only one year, while the longest 
serving member had been in country 
for over thirty years. 

PART 2:  EXPATRIATE WORKERS LEARNING 
AND WORKING WITH ARABIC

Optimal Language Learning: 
Learning from those who have done it

by SB

Introduction: The Language Survey

SB, along with his family, has been living in North Africa for 14 years where he and his wife have 
been very involved in CP and running his own business. Currently he is serving as a country leader 
for our company. 
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The languages covered in the survey 
were French, Colloquial Arabic (CA), 
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) and 
Berber. For the sake of this article, I 
will focus only on the two main lan-
guages, CA and MSA, since these are 
the two primary ministry languages 
for our personnel throughout the 
Arab world. Although thirty-eight 
people were surveyed, I did not in-
clude the results of the seven people 
who were still in their first two years 
of CA studies. It is very unlikely that 
they could have reached a solid level 
of fluency in this short amount of 
time and they had not yet begun any 
MSA studies. I was more concerned 
with the levels of those who had 
already passed through their formal 
language training period. 

 The language level scale I used for 
the survey was the one that we have 
traditionally used in our company, 
which measures fluency on a scale of 
0 to 4.  

 At Level 0 a person has roughly 
fifty vocabulary words and is able to 
understand and give basic greetings.

 At Level 1 person has survival 
and basic courtesy vocabulary. 
Certain sounds are still a  problem, 
accuracy in grammar is limited to 
set expressions, and speech is 
slow and requires enormous ef-
fort. Comprehension requires 
slow speech and much repetition.

 At Level 2, a person is rarely 
unintelligible but still needs prac-
tice with pronunciation. There is 

fair control of the grammar and an 
ability to convey meaning accurate-
ly with simple sentences most of 
the time. Vocabulary is adequate 
for social conversation and rou-
tine tasks or job needs. Fluency is 
usually hesitant and occasionally 
the person is forced to silence by 
limited grammar and vocabulary. 
While direct speech is generally 
understood, utterances some-
times need to be repeated or 
reworded. Usually a Level 2 per-
son is not able to follow conversa-
tion between native speakers.

 At Level 3, the person’s pronunci-
ation is sometimes foreign but al-
ways intelligible. There is good 
control of basic grammar and an 
ability to almost always convey 
meaning accurately and in reasona-
bly complex sentences. Vocabulary 
is adequate for participation in gen-
eral conversation and for profes-
sional discussion in his or her field. 
Speech fluency is rarely hesitant 
and the person is able to sustain a 
steady flow in conversation. A Lev-
el 3 person is able to understand 
most of what is said to him or her 
and can follow most conversation 
between native speakers, though 
not in great detail.  

 At Level 4, mistakes in pronuncia-
tion are very rare and the person 
makes only occasional grammar 
mistakes.  Professional and general 
vocabulary is broad and precise and 
appropriate to the occasion. Speech 
is practically effortless and easy to 
listen to. Although the Level 4 per-



38

son may be baffled occasionally by 
local colloquialisms, he or she can 

understand all educated speech in 
any clear context. 
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Figure 1:  Colloquial Arabic Levels
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1 We do now have a small number of personnel moving into Berber areas where Berber will 
most likely be the predominant ministry language.

The first part of the survey asked 
two personal questions about the 
person’s language ability. The first 
question was ‘At what level of fluen-
cy do you currently function?’   The 
second was ‘What level of fluency 
do you feel is needed or desired for 
your ministry/work context?’  Thir-
ty-one people, who had been in the 
country for more than two years 
and who had finished their formal 
language training, responded to 
these questions.

Colloquial Arabic (CA) is the prima-
ry ministry language for this region 
and we encourage the majority of 
our personnel to aim to achieve 

Level 3 or 4 in CA.1  Nineteen of 
those surveyed – more than 60% – 
said that they were currently at Level 
3 or 4. Twenty-nine of the thirty-one 
were functioning at Level 2 or higher. 
When we asked what level each per-
son felt was needed or desired for 
life and ministry, twenty-nine said 
they wanted or needed Level 3 or 4. 
Although we would always like to see 
a greater percentage of our people 
reaching higher levels of fluency, 
these numbers show that the majori-
ty of our people are arriving at high 
levels of Colloquial Arabic.  In addi-
tion, and more importantly, they are 
recognizing and continuing to aim at 
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acquiring higher levels of proficiency 
for life and effective ministry here. 
Levels in MSA fluency were much 
lower than those of CA. The survey 
of MSA was divided into three areas: 
reading, writing and speaking. Of 
these three, those surveyed felt that 
reading in MSA was of highest impor-
tance while writing and speaking MSA 
were of least importance. Twenty 
(65%) felt that Level 2 to 4 in reading 
MSA was necessary although only 
thirteen (41%) were actually at these 
levels. In contrast, only around 
twelve (40%) felt that Level 2 to 4 in 
writing and speaking ability in MSA 
was necessary and less than 19% had 
acquired that level. 
One of the factors that may contrib-
ute to these low levels of fluency in 
MSA is that new people are required 
to learn French before they arrive in 
North Africa, followed by Colloquial 
Arabic upon their arrival in the region. 
Since MSA is the third language most 
people learn, they may not be acquir-
ing higher levels because of language-
learning fatigue, lack of finances and 
time, etc. As a side note, over 80% of 
those surveyed had French at Level 2 
to 4 and nearly 75% felt that Level 3 

to 4 French was necessary. In spite of 
the importance of French in this re-
gion, if we want to see more people 
at higher levels of proficiency in MSA, 
we may need to rethink the require-
ment to learn French first – at least 
for those who really want to acquire 
a higher level of MSA. 

Another factor that possibly contrib-
utes to low levels in MSA is that 
literacy in this region is not very high 
and as a result, most people are oral 
learners. Many of our workers find 
that they can minister effectively oral-
ly in CA and do not feel pressed to 
have a strong level of MSA.    

These two factors may concern the 
North African region more than they 
do the Middle East or Arabian Penin-
sula regions, where learning French 
first is not necessary and where liter-
acy rates may be higher. It would be 
interesting to see the contrast be-
tween North Africa and the Middle 
East and Arabian Peninsula in regards 
to levels of MSA acquisition among 
our membership.     

Factors and Analysis
The second part of the survey fo-
cused on the more practical aspects 
of language learning. My goal was to 
determine the factors that either 
contribute to or hinder people 
from acquiring the needed language 
level, and it is this information that 
I hope will prove to be the most 

valuable as a guide for our new 
language students in their language 
learning efforts. 

People were asked, first of all, to 
note in order of importance the fac-
tors in their language learning experi-
ence that they felt most contributed 
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to them acquiring the language well. 
They were then asked to note any 
negative factors that hindered them 
from reaching the level they were 
aiming to acquire.  The response to 
these questions came from their ex-
perience of learning French and Col-
loquial Arabic rather than Modern 
Standard Arabic. 

Of greatest interest to me was the 
contrast between the positive factors 
that were listed by those who had 
achieved a Level 3 or 4 in CA and the 

negative factors listed by those who 
were aiming for a higher level of 
language proficiency but had not yet 
acquired it. This information, I feel, 
gives us a helpful idea of what lan-
guage learners need to incorporate 
into their language learning efforts 
and what things they need to avoid if 
they wish to learn the language well. 

The following chart shows the posi-
tive factors that were listed by peo-
ple who have acquired Level 3 or 4: 

Figure 3 (on the next page) shows 
the negative factors that were men-
tioned by those who were aiming 
for Level 3 or 4 but had not yet 
reached it.

This survey overwhelmingly stressed 
the importance of having a good 
teacher and curriculum for learning 
a language well. Everyone has differ-
ent learning styles but even for those 

Figure 2:  Factors for those at level 3 & 4 Derija
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Figure 3:  Factors for those at level 2 not arriving at 3 or 4
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(like me) who learn best by getting 
out and using the language, and not 
necessarily studying from a book or 
in a classroom, the classroom is still 
important. The contrast I have wit-
nessed over my thirteen years living 
in the Arab world, between those 
people who set aside adequate time 
and money and put the effort into 
formal language study, and those who 
do not, is striking.  Trying to learn 
language almost exclusively outside 
of the classroom or on the street 
through untrained tutors has not 
yielded a lot of success in our region. 

The failure of many who have not 
gotten the language is in almost every 
case linked to the lack of time spent 
in a good formal learning situation.  
We need to encourage language stu-
dents to not cut their formal lan-
guage study time short but to set 
aside adequate time and finances to 
complete their studies.

As we see from this survey there are 
two other important factors that are 
addressed on both lists:  time and 
contact with native speakers. Ade-
quate time set aside for formal study 
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with a good teacher and curriculum 
coupled with adequate time and con-
tact with native speakers create a 
strong scenario for successful lan-
guage learning. This reinforces the 
fact that in the early years we need 
to look at language study as our 
full-time job.  This means not just the 
two or three hours spent in class 
along with the one or two hours 
spent on homework each day, but 
also spending another two to three 
hours every day getting out and talk-
ing with people. Maximum time and 
contact with native speakers is vital, 
whether it is talking to your local 
store owner, your maid, your neigh-
bours, men at the local café, friends 
you meet at a local club, drinking tea 
with shop owners in the old medina, 
engaging taxi drivers in conversation, 
taking public transport or walking 
rather than isolating yourself in a car, 
or paying bills in person rather than 
through automatic bank withdrawals.  
There are many ways to engage in 
conversation with native speakers in 
Arab culture.

 It may be helpful for more seasoned 
language learners to make a list of 
ways and places where new people 
can meet native speakers in their city 
and to help open doors for them to 
meet and build relationships with local 
people. Those who are extroverted 
can more easily create opportunities 
to relate to native speakers, but it will 
require some self-sacrifice and disci-
pline from those who are introverted 
to step out of their comfort zones and 
initiate relationships.  Since contact 

with native speakers seems to be such 
an important factor in good language 
learning, we need to look for ways 
that extroverted members can help 
those who are introverted.

Most of us have been thankful for the 
Internet and the many ways its ad-
vancements in recent years have en-
hanced our work and ministry. But I 
am concerned about the big role 
technology can play in hindering us 
from maintaining maximum time and 
contact with native speakers. Voice 
over Internet Protocols like Skype 
and Vonage and blog sites like Face-
book have enabled overseas workers 
to easily maintain verbal and written 
contact with families and friends in 
their home countries for very little 
or even no cost. These technologies 
can not only affect the amount of 
time and contact students have with 
native speakers; they also play into 
the factors that were listed of having 
too many distractions and not 
enough self-discipline. 

It can be very easy to spend large 
amounts of time talking on Skype 
with family and friends in our home 
countries and sitting in front of a 
computer chatting, blogging or writ-
ing emails. These temptations are 
great, especially when language 
learning gets difficult and one is 
going through culture shock and 
wants to withdraw from the local 
culture.  If new language students 
are going to learn the language well, 
they will need good self-discipline 
in this area and maybe stronger 
levels of accountability that direct 
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them towards interaction with na-
tive speakers and away from so 
much time dialoguing in their moth-
er tongue on the Internet. 

One of the other negative factors for 
people not arriving at the level of 
language they would like seems to be 
connected to distractions and de-
mands of life – specifically the de-
mands of family, which take up time 
and energy. The busyness of family 
life and the energy and time it takes 
just to live in the Arab world make it 
easy to let language learning get 
squeezed out. We need to identify 
these distractions and demands in 
each of our contexts and look for 
practical ways to overcome them. 

In North Africa we discovered that it 
is very helpful to hire a maid to clean 
the home, cook meals and, in some 
cases, provide child care for a few 

days each week. This not only frees 
up time for the wife, in particular, but 
also provides someone for her to 
speak to in Arabic.  At the same time, 
it gives her a valuable source of cul-
tural information. This may not be 
the case in the Middle East or the 
Gulf where most maids are not Ara-
bic speakers.

Having children integrate well into 
the local culture can also play a signif-
icant role in alleviating family pres-
sures.   We have seen that when we 
equip our children with a usable lan-
guage, they fit more easily into the 
culture around them.  Putting them 
into the local school gives Dad and 
Mom some time to work on learning 
the new language themselves and 
helps the children to do the same.  
Of course, this depends a lot on the 
specific child and the educational op-
portunities available.                                      

Conclusion

The information gleaned from those 
who have already gone through the 
language-learning process is a real gift 
to those who are just starting.  My 
desire is that it will stimulate new 
language students to reflect seriously 
on how to organize their language 
learning time so as to learn language 
well.   I hope that they will discover 
ways to enhance the positive factors 
and be able to lessen the influence of 
some of the negative factors in their 
language study.  

I would also like to challenge those 
who are helping new language learn-
ers.  As they reflect on the results of 
this survey, they need to think about 
how they can better assist and en-
courage language students.  It is my 
hope that they will be able to devel-
op practical ways in their own con-
text to lead language students to high 
levels of fluency and thus, to better 
equip them to glorify God in the 
Arab world. 
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Get a good foundation in 
Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) 

I often come across the attitude, ‘I 
only want to be able to speak to 
people’. If you only speak colloquial 
Arabic, you are easily thought of as an 
illiterate person who might be very 
pleasant to be around, but you run 
the risk of not being taken seriously 
in any discussions of importance and 
certainly not in religious matters. 
Even illiterate Arabs themselves 
more easily listen to those who 
sound educated, as the Arabic lan-
guage is seen as something revered 
and God-inspired, not just a tool for 
communication. If you have to move 
at any point, the transition to a new 
dialect will also be a lot easier if you 
have a foundation in MSA to fall back 
on. In my opinion, the best material 
currently available to learn MSA is 
the Al-Kitaab series (Georgetown Uni-
versity Press).

In teaching, use only the Arabic lan-
guage from the start 

It is not helpful to try to translate or 
explain in English or any other lan-
guage, things like ‘Assalaamo aleikum' 
which means 'peace be upon you', but 
is really a greeting phrase like 'hello'. 
To explain the meaning of such expres-
sions just confuses beginners. We 
simply let the teacher repeat the 
phrase a number of times, shake 
hands, use pictures and so on, and 
language understanding will build up.

Have fun while learning! 

This means both laughing at oneself 
(‘Oops! I said hot sword instead of hot 
summer’!) and using the little Arabic 
you have learned in amusing sentenc-
es. If you have learned the words for 
‘dinner’ and ‘cockroach’, try using 
them together in a sentence, and you 
will more easily remember both of 
these words. 

Learning Arabic Effectively*

* The editor asked colleagues whose work involves teaching Arabic to foreigners to share 
what they have found to be vital in helping people learn the language well.  Two such 
professionals shared some tips.

Tips from a trainer of Arabic teachers in the Arabian Peninsula

by SR

SR first went out to the Arab world in 1991, and her husband, PR, was the founder and 
first director of the Gulf Arabic Programme (www.gapschool.net) in Al-Ain/Buraimi. She 
worked alongside PR the whole time doing teacher training and working with the materials.  
Although PR resigned as the director of GAP in 2006, she has continued working there, and 
has worked with more than 300 full-time students, eight Gulf Arab teachers, two Middle 
Eastern teachers and three Western teachers.
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Do not use transliterations 

There are ten sounds in the Arabic 
language that do not exist in English, 
so when you use transliterations, you 
have to make up symbols for these 
anyway. You use more parts of your 
brain if you associate a sound with 
the Arabic letter when you see it, 
hear it and write it. This leads to a 
more accurate pronunciation from 
the start. Using Latin, Korean or any 
other script that you know well may 
seem quicker and easier, but it is a bit 
like walking with a crutch when you 
don’t really need one; it will in most 
cases take a lot longer to get the 
stability you need. When teaching the 
alphabet, we have used Alif Baa, the 
introductory book in the Al-Kitaab 
series (Georgetown University 
Press). Recently, we have started to 
use the cheaper, but just as 
good, book Hayya Bina, which is pro-
duced in Bahrain.

Practice active listening 

Listen actively, both when the teacher 
is talking and when you are out visiting 
locals. Two aspects come to mind. 

 Listen for understanding. When 
what you hear seems to be over 
your head, try to pick out words 
you know, look at how the person 
is expressing him/herself and try 
to feel what is being communicat-
ed. If you understood two words 
in five sentences, you were not 
completely lost! 

 Listen for accuracy. Pay close at-
tention to how they say things, in 
what order words come, how 

they use tenses, etc. Try to spell 
out words in your head ‘was that 
a siin or a Saad?’ (the two different 
‘Ss’ in Arabic). 

Treat Arabic learning as a full-time 
job 

In addition to three to four hours in 
the classroom five days per week, 
you need to do homework as well as 
go out and practise what you have 
learned among locals. Students who 
try to work part-time in parallel with 
their Arabic studies usually do not 
succeed in becoming as proficient as 
they could, and some fail in their 
language learning altogether. 

Measure your progress by looking 
back 

‘Three months ago the script looked 
like worms, now I can read out most 
words I see.’ ‘One month ago I would 
never have been able to express that 
thought!’ Be encouraged by your 
own progress, not discouraged by 
the smartest classmate, who seems 
to grasp anything without trouble. 
Many people say to me that Arabic 
seems difficult for foreigners to learn. 
I do not deny that it takes work, but 
I strongly believe that anyone who 
applies him/herself can do it. We 
have seen people with learning diffi-
culties learn to communicate well, 
and we’ve seen high achievers excel 
in Arabic.

Enjoy learning Arabic, and enjoy the 
excitement of understanding and 
being understood by the people we 
love and want to reach in their 
heart language.
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The course content and design need 
to relate to the local context

One of the key elements for learning 
Arabic is being in the context. Learn-
ing a spoken dialect is never com-
plete in class. One must spend plenty 
of time listening to locals to start 
with, and a lot of time practicing what 
one learns in the classroom. For ex-
ample, at DMG I used to insist that 
the teachers take the students to the 
market when they did a lesson on 
prices and money. There is a lot to 
learn outside the classroom.

Our courses were developed by 
DMG and are related to the daily 
life of the people. They are not just 
lists of vocabulary that you might 
never use. DMG always found that 
teaching culture is an important ele-
ment of language learning. Foreign-
ers need to learn how people 
around them think, not just how 
they speak. That way, they can talk 
to them about issues that relate to 
where people are at. We covered 
things like Ramadan, engagement, 
weddings, funerals, doctors, schools, 
sitting in a café…  In courses like 
these, we would have the students 
see, hear or experience these 

events, and we taught them appro-
priate cultural practices and sayings.

Also, we insisted on homework as-
signments. When they were learning 
darija (colloquial Arabic), the tasks 
were not written, but were usually 
oral. For example, they needed to 
ask someone about their wedding 
and bring back information of some-
thing new they had learned.

Assessments are very important 

Some students assess themselves, 
but that is not enough. They need to 
be assessed by a proficient Arabic 
speaker. We worked hard at produc-
ing a good assessment for DMG.

Modern Standard Arabic (MSA) is 
important 

Unfortunately, not many people 
take classes in MSA. It seems that 
people think they can learn MSA on 
their own. However, through the 
years, I have noticed that people 
develop bad habits and learn wrong 
pronunciation, which undermines 
everything they are trying to accom-
plish in learning the written language. 
MSA needs diligent work. It is logical 
and interesting. 

Tips from an Arabic programme director in North Africa

by SH

Following many years of service in the Marseille Media Centre, SH and her husband, AH, 
moved to North Africa more than ten years ago. One of our few Syrian members, she 
worked for several years, until this past summer, as the director of the local branch of 
DMG Arabophon, a chain of language-training centres founded by another colleague. (See 
http://www.arabophon.
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The problems with the Arabic text 
Al Kitaab

In DMG we used AL Kitaab. It is okay, 
but I have many reservations about it. 
One of the problems is that it is 
Egyptian (nothing against that), and so 
the Arabic native speakers use the 
Egyptian dialect on the DVD that is 
meant to help the students learn to 
speak! It is just not helpful to teach a 
dialect that is spoken only in one 
country. All the students I taught 
refused to do the speaking part be-
cause it was in Egyptian, so I used to 
prepare my own material to help 
them speak in MSA. Had they chosen 
a universal Middle Eastern dialect, 

close to the Lebanese, Syrian and 
Jordanian dialects, the Arabic would 
have been a lot more useful and uni-
versal across the Arab world. These 
countries use similar vocabulary and 
their dialect is much closer to MSA.

My other problem with Al Kitaab is 
that it has too much English and does 
not allow for much oral practice. 
When teachers follow it faithfully, their 
teaching is lacking because the text-
book lacks creative oral practice exer-
cises. For that reason, when I used to 
train our teachers, I would spend 
many hours showing them games and 
exercises to use with the book. 

...teaching culture is an important 

element of language learning. Foreigners 

need to learn how people around them 

think, not just how they speak. That way, 

they can talk to them about issues that 

relate to where people are at.
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The population dynamics of the Ara-
bian Gulf are vastly diverse and per-
petually in a state of fluctuation. In 
many ways, I see the citizens of these 
oil-wealthy countries as log runners – 
those who attempt to keep precari-
ous balance by running forward and 
then back-peddling, while the log 
beneath them is being swept along by 
the flow of the river. They embrace 
progress with delicious terror, hun-
gry for the temporary satisfaction 

that it brings, but anxious about the 
effects it is having on their culture. In 
the arenas of trade and commerce, 
they have always connected with the 
broader world, but since the discov-
ery of oil, there has been an unprece-
dented vulnerability to both the 
positive and negative effects of glo-
balization. Their safeguards to main-
taining their identity have primarily 
been Islam and the Arabic language. 

Arabic, a Love Language to the People of the Gulf
by multiple authors*

*This article was written collaboratively by five company workers in Oman and 
the United Arab Emirates who have formally studied Arabic and worked in the 
Gulf for ten or more years. The lead writer is a woman; two other women and 
two men also contributed.

The Arabian Gulf 

 Some of the obvious outcomes of 
these changes are greater job oppor-
tunities and a growing usage of Eng-
lish as the lingua franca in the public 
domain. In light of this, questions are 
being raised as to whether it is expe-
dient for company workers to minis-
ter among Gulf Arabs in English 
and/or whether it is essential to in-
vest time, money and energy on Ara-
bic training. Some of our colleagues 
would say yes to both, but would 
want to add qualifiers to our existing 
language study requirement. Others 
of us maintain that in order to have 

effective witness among the majority 
of Gulf Arabs, to disciple them in 
their heart language and see the es-
tablishment of local churches, it is 
essential that we continue to equip 
our workers with a firm foundation 
in Arabic. There is also merit in pro-
moting the study of some of the 
other common mother tongues spo-
ken in the Gulf, such as Swahili, Farsi 
and Baluchi – but that is not the focus 
of this paper. 

In preparation for writing this, I be-
gan to search for reactions of Gulf 

The value of Arabic language
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Arabs towards the issue of language 
in globalization. Subsequently, I came 
across an article by a Saudi man who 
attempted to apply for a tourist visa 
to Britain. He became frustrated be-
cause the British Consulate would 
not accept his bank statement in Ara-
bic and his bank wouldn’t issue him 
one in English. He wrote, 

I felt subject to strong provocation 
that someone was trying to tell me 
that even in my country, my nation-
al language is not welcome or re-
spected and that foreign languages 
dominate, even when it comes to 
submitting a bank statement. I wish 
the British Embassy had shown 
some respect for the language of 
this country and accepted Arabic. I 
wish there were some among the 
embassy staff who speak and under-
stand the language.1  

I have witnessed this frustration nu-
merous times among women friends 
who return from the hospital frus-
trated because they couldn’t commu-
nicate with the doctor or confused 
by the reports written in English. 
Sometimes they call me to come 
over to translate an email or text 
message that they don’t understand. 
Most recently, I saw it in a junior 
college where students asked me to 
come and explain to their teachers 
something that they had not been 

able to communicate. We have all 
had those frustrating moments, but 
few of us face them regularly within 
our home countries. 

Another worker expressed his expe-
rience this way: 

A working knowledge of conversa-
tional Arabic is very helpful with 
contact evangelism and initiating new 
friendships, especially when consider-
ing the region’s demographics. The 
United Arab Emirates is estimated to 
have a population of 4.9 million in 
2006 with only 20% being Emirati.2 
The remaining 80% are expatriate 
Arab, Iranian, Baluch, Asian and 
Western. Thus, the indigenous popu-
lation is accustomed to being a mi-
nority within their own country and 
maintaining its cultural identity amid 
a myriad of other foreign cultures. As 
a westerner, the use of Arabic allows 
me to quickly open a bridge of trust 
between the indigenous culture and 
my own. Specifically, most of the 
national population tends to ignore 
the people around them until they 
hear a simple Arabic greeting. That 
greeting demands a response and 
initiates a conversation, which is the 
beginning of a relationship.

1 Khaled Al-Sulaiman/Okaz.  English vs. Arabic, Arab News:  Wednesday 4 December 2002, 
http://www.arabnews.com/services/print/print.asp?artid=20848&d=4&m=12&y=2002&hl=Engl
ish%20vs.%20Arabic (Accessed August 25, 2008).

2 Library of Congress - Federal Research Division.  Country profile of the United Arab Emirates.  
July 2007, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/profiles/UAE.pdf  (accessed August 28, 2008).
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It bears mentioning that the process 
of language learning encompasses far 
more than just vocabulary and gram-
mar. It gives workers an impetus to 
engage and bond with their new host 
culture. Over the years, we have seen 
many workers come to the region 
with good intentions to reach out to 
locals, but because they were not 
encouraged to study Arabic, they be-
came overwhelmed by the language 
and cultural barriers and got involved 
with expatriate groups instead.

The greatest motivation for learning 
the language was expressed by anoth-
er worker when he challenged us 
with these thoughts:

We often try to motivate people to 
learn another language using the 
language of empowerment. We talk 
about all the things we will be able 
to do with the language, as well as 
the advantages that will accompany 
this empowerment. Indeed, this is a 
reality. The Arabs even have a saying 
for this empowerment, ‘He who 
learns the language of a people is 
protected from their evil.’

However, as Christians we have a 
higher motivating force: love. In I Cor-
inthians 16:14 we are reminded, ‘Let 
all that you do be done in love.’ Earlier 
in chapter 13, Paul, a polyglot himself, 
said, ‘If I speak with the languages of 
men and of angels, but don’t have love, 

I have become sounding brass, or a 
clanging cymbal.’3 

Paul was not minimizing the impor-
tance of using other languages or 
even the supernatural gift of tongues. 
Rather, he was emphasizing that the 
key ingredient in any communication 
and relationship is love. Certainly, we 
can demonstrate love using any lan-
guage – or even without language. 
Yet, our tendency is to communicate 
love to people on our own terms and 
in a way that makes us feel loved. 
Language learning can perhaps be 
summed up as using the ‘terms’ of 
others and communicating in a way 
that makes them feel loved. It is 
through this relational trust that the 
gospel is expressed. A Bahraini be-
liever once told us that throughout 
the Arab world, people make their 
favourite national dishes using the 
same basic ingredients, but each 
country spices it just a little different-
ly. He said, ‘When you are communi-
cating truth to your local friends, 
cook it the way they like it.'

We come to these Arab lands as 
strangers and foreigners, separated 
from the people by the curse and 
confusion of Babel. The separation is 
real and profound. Historical linguis-
tics tells us that one of the primary 
reasons that languages diverge is due 
to wilful social separation. People 
intentionally distinguish themselves 

3 World English Bible

Motivation for learning Arabic
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from other groups by modifying the 
way they speak or by holding on to 
certain peculiarities. Thus begins the 
fragmentation of societies according 
to accent, dialect and language. 

Conversely, we have been given the 
ministry of reconciliation, so we 
work to break down the walls that 
separate us. We should not be con-
tent to just bring our knowledge of 
the truth; our lives should demon-
strate humility as well. In contrast to 
our distant ancestors who built Ba-
bel through pride, we come humbly, 
as children, asking to be taught and 

to be initiated into the world of 
Arabic-speaking people. In English, 
we come as experts, but in Arabic, 
we come as children. In English, we 
come as strangers asking Arabs to 
make the effort to meet us in our 
world, but in Arabic, we come as 
guests asking to join their world.

In 1 Corinthians 14:10-11, we read, 
‘It is true that there are all kinds of 
languages in the world. And they all 
have meaning. But if I don't under-
stand what someone is saying, I am a 
stranger to that person. And that 
person is a stranger to me.’ 4 

4 New Readers International Version

Language is topic dependent

In the Gulf, English is the language 
used in business and academia. There 
is also a pidgin form of English that is 
widely used in negotiations between 
diverse language groups. However, it 
must be noted that both a lingua 
franca and a pidgin language are topic 
dependent. In other words, though a 
person may be able to conduct busi-
ness in English, he may not be able to 
talk about spiritual things in English. 
For example, some university stu-
dents asked their professor (a work-
er) to describe Christian fasting. 
They also requested that he use Ara-
bic for better understanding. Particu-
larly when discussing spiritual topics, 
Arabic is widely considered to be the 
divine language. In my experience, I 
have found that even fluent English 

speakers revert to their heart lan-
guage when they converse with their 
family and share joy or deep sorrow. 
I visit one family in which all of the 
family members speak English fluently, 
yet in seven years I have never heard 
them speak in English with each other.  

Cultural Identity

Our desire is to see entire house-
holds and tribes come to Christ. For 
this reason, it is important to consid-
er that the individual that we meet in 
our work place represents a family 
and tribe of people who are anxious-
ly trying to maintain their identity 
amid a continuous current of change. 
The good news that we share with 
that individual needs to be such that 
he can then share with his family and 
friends. It is implicit that we must not 

Arabic in evangelism, discipleship and church planting
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alienate a new believer from his fami-
ly by seemingly westernizing him. 
English is the language of progress 
and the future. Yet that ‘future’ is 
alarmingly western. At Christmas 
time the malls are decorated with 
trees and ornaments, the cinemas 
predominately show English films and 
the youth are enamoured with west-
ern icons and culture. Even the terms 
‘Christian’ and ‘westerner’ are inter-
changeable. One proverb of the 
Southern Gulf says, ‘There is nothing 
too difficult for a Christian.’ This is 
used to assert that in less than twen-
ty years, villages of the desert coast 
have been built into world-class inter-
national cities by westerners. Thus, 
Christianity is tied to the West even 
though Jesus and the early church 
originated here in the Middle East. By 
using Arabic to share the gospel, pray 
and quote Scripture, we can model a 
new way to know God within an 
Arabian context. 

Oral language ability versus literary 
English

Paul writes in 2 Timothy 3:16, ‘All 
Scripture is God-breathed and is use-
ful for teaching, rebuking, correcting 
and training in righteousness.’5 There-
fore, God’s written word is a key 
tool for discipleship and growth. It is 
not reasonable to assume that, even 
though many Gulf Arabs are conver-
sational in English, they have the 
same proficiency in literary English. 
There have been Gulf Arabs who 
have come to faith in Christ through 

the medium of English, but then re-
quested discipleship and Bible studies 
in Arabic. Recently, I sat with a new 
believer and her English-speaking 
friend who had led her to the Lord. 
Although the new believer is fluent in 
English, I noticed that she followed 
along on the Arabic side of her 
Arabic/English Bible as her friend read 
in English. Another worker has em-
phasized the importance of Arabic 
Scripture memory in discipleship. 
Committing Bible verses to memory 
is essential as new believers learn to 
pray, worship and declare God’s 
promises in the midst of spiritual 
attack. We must keep in mind that 
new believers from a Muslim back-
ground are not accustomed to pray-
ing and worshipping God in their 
own words. Just as our Lord Jesus 
quoted Scripture in the face of temp-
tation, our new brothers and sisters 
need to stand on the authority of 
Scripture when they face persecution 
and to be equipped to give an answer 
for the hope that is within them.

Worship 

A heart of worship is a clear indica-
tion that someone is a new creation 
in Christ. John 4:23, 24 says, 'Yet a 
time is coming and has now come 
when the true worshipers will wor-
ship the Father in spirit and truth, for 
they are the kind of worshipers the 
Father seeks. God is spirit, and his 
worshipers must worship in spirit 
and in truth.’6

5 New International Version
6 New International Version
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Scripture teaches that true worship 
springs forth from the spirit, from 
deep within the soul of the believer. 
When the heart cries out to God, 
whether in song or prayer or poetry 
or prose, it will most likely cry out in 
its own tongue. We must encourage 
our new brothers and sisters to ex-
press themselves to God from their 
hearts and in their own language.

Corporate worship and church 
planting

Our primary purpose for being in the 
Gulf is to see Gulf Arabs glorify God 
and enjoy Him forever. We believe 
that there will be Saudis, Kuwaitis, 
Qataris, Bahrainis, Emiratis and Oma-
nis in number worshipping around 
the throne of God. This side of heav-
en, we pray that we will see them 

gather together to worship in spirit 
and in truth and to establish churches 
that will withstand certain persecu-
tion and remain through economic 
change. The existing expatriate 
churches offer us a glimpse of the 
vast diversity that personifies the 
body of Christ, but their presence in 
the Gulf is not secure and their styles 
of worship are foreign. However, the 
emergence of local fellowships of 
believers who study God’s Word and 
worship in local dialect would dimin-
ish the perception that the new be-
lievers have left their culture and 
language in order to embrace a west-
ern religion. We long to see a nation-
al church planted on a firm 
foundation that will last until the 
return of Christ.  

The future of company workers in the Gulf
The Arabic language continues to be 
an integral part of Arabian life and 
culture. As language learners, we 
have the opportunity to consecrate 
it to God and offer it as a love gift to 
our hosts. With it, we can communi-
cate the heart of the Father to be 
reconciled to his children in Arabia. 
It offers us a means by which we 
stand out from the masses that have 
come to these countries for personal 
gain. In the future it may be an an-
chor for the local church when it 
enters the storms of persecution. 
For all of these reasons, our compa-
ny has maintained its commitment to 
train its workers in the local language. 
There are many mission organiza-

tions effectively ministering in the 
Gulf, but to my knowledge, none of 
them requires its workers to commit 
to two years of language study. On 
the field we work closely together 
with workers from various agencies 
and with varied language abilities. We 
appreciate each other’s gifting and 
learn from one another. As a result 
of our language training, our workers 
have been able to offer leadership in 
the Gulf by setting up and directing a 
language school, writing and teaching 
spiritual Arabic courses, coordinating 
follow-up, offering chaplaincy servic-
es to nationals in hospitals, leading 
church-planting teams, discipling peo-
ple in Arabic, organizing outreach 
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and a host of other ministries. In the 
future, we pray that we will be used 
by God in an even greater capacity to 
help our local brothers and sisters 
become rooted and established in 
love, that they may have power, to-
gether with all the saints, to grasp 
how wide and long and high and deep 
is the love of Christ, and to know this 
love that surpasses knowledge—that 

they may be filled to the measure of 
all the fullness of God.  We ask this 
of him who is able to do immeasura-
bly more than all we ask or imagine, 
according to his power that is at 
work within us, to him be glory in the 
church and in Christ Jesus through-
out all generations, for ever and ever! 

Amen. 7  

The Arab world is richly diverse lin-
guistically. In France, I met for a time 
with some North African believers 
who spoke French but not Arabic. I 
heard Algerians mixing French and 
Arabic in each sentence. In Jordan, 
many want to practice their English, 
but in the Gulf, they use English to 
communicate with the many expatri-
ates (whether from India, the Philip-
pines or elsewhere), who in most 
Gulf countries are in the majority.

Within each country there is a wide 
spectrum of diversity. Urban locals 
can be quite different from rural 
locals.  There are different ethnic 
groups, different origins, different 

home languages, different social lev-
els, different sects and kinds of Mus-
lims, different priorities and degrees 
of loyalty to various aspects of cul-
ture – of which language is a part.  

Which heart language?

Some Gulf locals prefer Farsi, Baluchi 
or Swahili to Arabic.  When our 
children, at age four, began attending 
one of the many private bilingual, 
English-Arabic schools for Gulf locals, 
they were not the only ones who 
were weak in Arabic!  Many locals 
find it difficult to read Arabic.  Some 
locals even prefer English to Arabic 
as a heart language!  One Omani 

Response 1:  English can work!
by Abu Bill

Abu Bill is a colleague who studied Arabic formally.  He, with his family, has lived and 
worked in two countries of the Gulf for almost twenty years.

God loves the diversity of languages in Arabia

7  Ephesians 3:17-21, adapted from the New International Version
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mother at a parent-teacher meeting 
asked my wife what the Gulf local 
principal was saying in Arabic.  Eng-
lish is prominent in the Gulf: in the 
work place, in the shops and even in 
the homes with expatriate maids.  
Movies and popular culture are dom-
inated by English.  Half of the popula-
tion is young – many of them are 
being raised in English.

Many choose progress and English 
over tradition and Arabic 

Two supreme values war in much of 
Arabia: progress – economic and 
technological development, associat-
ed with the West and the English 
language – and Islamic and Arabic 
tradition.  While some try to hold on 
to both, and others seek a return to 
Islam, many vote with their feet for 
progress and English.  English is seen 
as one of the most important factors 
in ‘getting ahead’ educationally, voca-
tionally and materially.  Most universi-
ties in the Gulf – whether they are 
government-run or one of the many 
new private universities – teach most 
subjects in English, not to speak of 
the fact that many Gulf locals study in 
English in universities abroad. Some 
Gulf families speak to their children 
in English, the language of youth and 
of the future.

In many Gulf countries, locals in the 
middle and upper classes send their 
children, from the age of four, to 
private bilingual schools, which teach 
in English half of the day and in Arabic 
the other half of the day; then at the 
age of nine or ten, these schools 
teach in English for eighty per cent of 

the school day.  Many of the western 
expatriate (English only) schools have 
Gulf locals for twenty per cent of 
their students. Locals who cannot 
afford these schools send their chil-
dren to one of the many Indian-run 
(English only) schools.  I remember 
once seeing students in their British 
school uniforms at a fast-food restau-
rant, male and female teenagers obvi-
ously interacting and horse playing as 
westerners will – then noticing as I 
came closer that they were Gulf 
locals!  Some of these may find diffi-
culties fitting in culturally (like some 
of our children may) – but their heart 
language is English. 

Some Gulf local university girls want-
ed to study the Bible – but their 
missionary lady friend didn’t get it.  
She tried to get them to study the 
Bible in Arabic, but they preferred 
the Bible in their heart language, 
English.  One local young man is a 
driver, without much of a future.  He 
prefers reading the Bible with his 
missionary friend in English – in his 
case, because he wants to learn the 
Bible and also learn English.  

English can work! 

Good Arabic might help a few to 
become insiders, but being an outsid-
er also has its advantages.  While a 
local might copy how an Arabic 

English is seen 
as one of the most important 

factors in ‘getting ahead’ 
educationally, 

vocationally and materially.
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speaker prays and teaches, a local 
learning in English knows he needs to 
adapt it to his own language and 
culture, in his own way.  An expatri-
ate without Arabic will not be as 
tempted to lead a group of converts 
meeting in Arabic who are looking 
for a leader, but will instead help one 
of them to lead.

Some of us, having learned French or 
Arabic, find we can share the gospel 
and worship in a second language.  
Likewise, a Gulf local may be able to 
understand and pray in English.  

Christ has sent many different serv-
ants to reach Gulf locals, each with 
different gifts and abilities, different 
backgrounds and ages, different train-
ing and time commitments.  Chris-
tians in expatriate churches – Indians, 
Filipinos, Westerners and so on – are 
welcoming Gulf locals to Christ 
(probably more than we are), even 
though they don’t have the advantage 
of our training.  May there be more 
expatriates in the Gulf, more with 
Arabic and also more without, who 

love Christ and love Gulf locals, and 
who can share the Good News with 
them using the language of love.

Ministries to the Arab world:  
whatever it takes – even English!

Our company is known for its depth 
in Arabic.  May we also be known for 
our breadth, opening a door to those 
who for various reasons cannot dedi-
cate themselves to years of full-time 
Arabic study, but who value our train-
ing in culture and Islamics, in missions 
and ministry, learning to learn and to 
teach in relationships of love. May we 
who are strong not look down on 
the weaker members, but give them 
extra honour as they fulfil their role 
in the Great Commission.  May we 
have hundreds more missionaries 
who will make the effort to learn 
Arabic well.  May we also have hun-
dreds and even thousands more mis-
sionaries who will have a similar 
commitment to learning and ministry, 
using English and French to reach 
those they can. May Christ the Lord 
of the harvest be glorified as we each 
do our part to build His church.

Our company is known for its 
depth in Arabic.  

May we also be known for our breadth, 
opening a door to those who, 

for various reasons, 
cannot dedicate themselves 

to years of full-time Arabic study...
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Proficiency in Arabic remains an 
essential tool for any sort of long-
term ministry in the Gulf region. 
While a high proportion of the local 
inhabitants may have a conversation-
al level of English – especially if they 
are younger and educated at an in-
ternational school or have studied 
overseas – as soon as any in-depth 
conversation starts, Arabic is their 
preferred medium. Any kind of spir-
itual conversation falls into this cate-
gory. Of course, in order for the 
message to be communicated clearly, 
a reasonable level of Arabic profi-
ciency is required, and from this 
perspective, a two-year commit-
ment to full-time language study will 
certainly provide a solid foundation 
for subsequent self-study or tutor-
assisted learning. 

However, especially in the Gulf re-
gion, the job market is increasingly 
competitive and workers wanting to 
serve here are finding that their CVs 
have to be of the same standard as if 
they were applying for positions in 
their home countries. In addition, an 
increasing number of locals are re-

turning to their own countries after 
studying for higher degrees abroad 
or gaining international experience 
working abroad. These people can be 
applying for the same type of posi-
tions as our workers are applying for. 
So, the effect of a two-year gap in a 
CV for ‘full-time language/cultural 
study’ can be significant and, from a 
secular point of view, can decrease 
the applicant’s chance of success. 
Should we be more relaxed about 
the length of full-time language study 
on which we insist, and allow field 
leaders to judge individual cases on 
their own merits? What happens if a 
suitable job opening is found in the 
second year of language study, for 
example? Although a two-year study 
period will provide a solid foundation 
in Arabic, if a job is found and the 
worker has to move to another coun-
try, there will be a frustrating period 
of adjustment to a local spoken dia-
lect – how long depends on the 
amount of time the job allows for 
him or her to concentrate on this. 
This may argue for a worker to find a 
position first, and then when he is in 
the country, to find some way to 

Response 2: Though at times difficult to fit in, 
learning Arabic gives opportunity to bless 

in every situation
by Daniel & Maria

Daniel and Maria studied Arabic for two years at the GAP institute, and then, not finding 
work, they changed careers in order to be able to return to the Gulf two years later.  
Formerly a researcher, Daniel has been teaching in an international school in the north 
of the Gulf for three years.  Maria is a full-time mother of two boys.  Both Daniel and 
Maria have relationships with people in their community.
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study the language. However, this 
will obviously not be as efficient as a 
period of full-time study.

Our personal experience has been 
that, whatever the drawbacks, the 
time we spent studying Arabic full-
time was time well spent, and it pro-
vided us with invaluable insights into 
and experiences of local culture, cus-
toms and traditions. At present, our 
ability to communicate in the local 
language quickly distinguishes us 
from the other western expatriates 
living here, and the ignorance or 
blatant disregard for local culture 
with which they are associated. Giv-
en the large numbers of expats work-
ing here in comparison to the 
number of local inhabitants, this is 
not an insignificant advantage. Other 
fellow-workers have served here 
without knowing Arabic and have 
made many significant relationships 

with local friends. However, most of 
them felt frustrated at the limitations 
that a lack of Arabic placed on their 
ministry and so made attempts at 
learning it. Some of them also made 
huge cultural blunders that could 
easily have been avoided had they 
spent time learning the language 
somewhere in the region.

The ability to speak Arabic provides 
the opportunity to ‘be a blessing in 
every situation’.  Waiting in queues 
for official forms to be stamped, wait-
ing for food to be cooked, trying to 
sort out bureaucratic problems in 
government offices or waiting to be 
served in a busy shop can all be trans-
formed into times when we can share 
with people and show them some-
thing of the character of Christ - even 
if it is just a pleasant smile and a 
genuine thanks to a bored employee 
in a government ministry office.

Our personal experience has been that,
whatever the drawbacks, 

time we spent studying Arabic full-time 
was time well spent, 

and it provided us with invaluable insights into 
and experiences of local culture, 

customs and traditions. 
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Do we need Arabic to work with 
Arab world Muslims in the UK?  Well, 
you know the story.  You get two 
people up really close to a zebra.  
One says ‘It’s black’; the other is sure 
it’s white.  You need to step back a 
bit to get a clearer picture.  So trying 
to step back a bit from ministry in the 
UK, what do we see?  

Populations

We meet at least four separate 
groups:

 Immigrants.  They have been 
here from zero to forty years. 
Some were born here and have 
been through a complete British 
education.  Others just stepped 
off a plane.

 Students.  Mostly they are here 
for a three-year university course 
and have good levels of English.  
Some come for two to six months 
to learn English.

 Asylum seekers.  Many did not 
expect to be in Britain.  They 
have made few plans, and learned 
little language ahead of time.  
Many will only stay for under two 

years before being required to 
return home.

 Tourists.  London is a major 
destination for Arab world holi-
day makers.

In comparing these groups with 
‘typical’ residents of their home coun-
try, we need to apply at least two 
extra analytical grids:

Cultural grid
Clearly, Arab world cultures are no-
where near homogenous.  Of partic-
ular note for us are the differences 
caused by affluence and level of edu-
cation.  But whatever their starting 
culture, when Arab world Muslims 
arrive in the UK, they begin a process 
of cultural adaptation.  Some inte-
grate much more quickly than others.  
Some, often for religious or ethnic 
reasons, integrate very slowly.  Often, 
these groups, when confronted by 
unhidden moral corruption in society, 
prefer to withdraw in order to pro-
tect themselves and their children.  
Even so, over time their society 
adapts to British culture.  Their per-
ception of the ‘home’ culture tends 
to fossilize, reflecting the way things 
were at home years ago.  Under-

Language in the UK Diaspora, or 
What Colour is a Zebra?

by HJ

H leads the AWM ministry to Muslims in the UK.  He and J, with their family, spent almost a decade 
in Morocco, and then worked in the UK office in promotion before taking on their current leadership 
role for the diaspora ministry in the UK.
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standing and adapting to their culture, 
even with no Arabic language, will 
greatly help in building relationships 
with them.

Language grid
Language adaptation does not always 
parallel cultural adaptation, but they 
trend in similar directions.  Some 
have reasonable English when they 
arrive.  Others have none.  Some 
communities – notably the Yemenis, 
and to some degree, the Moroccans – 
have set up their own businesses and 
work within Arabic-speaking ghettos.  
Brides are brought from ‘home’, 
since you can’t be confident that a 
girl growing up in the morally loose 
West will be a virgin.  The new brides 
have no English and sometimes are 
prevented from attending classes.  
Rather, they are kept at home to 
avoid being corrupted.

Added to these two grids, we have 
the very significant presence of the 
British church.  Christians are meet-
ing Arabs from day to day.  Very few 
Christians with secular jobs can be 
expected to learn Arabic, but they 
are involved (if only it were more!) 
in outreach.

Language needs for workers

Therefore, given a diverse population 
from across the Arab world, as well 
as the varying levels of cultural adap-
tation and language proficiency, what 
level of Arabic do workers need in 
the UK?

Those Arabs who have just arrived, 
either as immigrants or asylum seek-
ers, may have very little English.  Yet 
this group is often the most receptive 
to the gospel.  They are not ghet-
toised and are still open to new ideas.  
Their lives are facing change.  Some 
have come from situations of real 
danger because of their opposition to 
an Islamic government, and this has 
led to a questioning of Islam.  Such 
people need loving care, and here the 
UK church has done good work.  But 
language is a real barrier and Arabic 
speakers are vital. 

Very few Arabs who arrive in the UK 
as adults ever really get to the point 
of English being their heart language.  
Reading skills, especially, may be limit-
ed.  While discussions can be held in 
English, there is less emotional pull 
towards a truth presented in it.   

For children educated in Britain, 
however, the opposite is true.  They 
may speak Arabic, but they do not 
read it well, if at all.  Their parents’ 
‘home’ country is not theirs – they 
identify themselves as British.  
Children’s work not only can be done, 
it is best done in English. 

The hidden signals

Immigrant communities live under a 
degree of threat, and they feel alien.  
There is a specialist role for speakers 
of Arabic here.  They are greeted as 
friends, the language signifying a 
shared identity.  Westerners who 
speak Arabic validate that identity, 
and their language skill carries the 
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hidden message:  ‘We appreciate, 
value and are prepared to expend 
effort to serve you’.  Where a 
distinctive dialect is spoken (for 
example, Moroccan), the bond is 
especially strong.  

What level of Arabic?

There are three very distinct levels of 
language that count:  

 An ability to greet, ask a few 
simple questions, and give a little 
information (level 0+ on the lan-
guage grid).  This gains workers 
an acceptance as those who have 
troubled to learn something of 
the culture.  No significant con-
versations will take place in Ara-
bic at this level.  But a bond is 
there, especially if the worker has 
visited the home country of the 
Arab friend.

 An ability to hold spiritual conver-
sations (level 3 on the language 
grid). Here, the proficiency is such 
that ministry can be conducted in 
Arabic.  Workers who have 

achieved such a level are unlikely 
to lose their Arabic even if oppor-
tunities to practise are in short 
supply for a period.

 Native speakers (level 5 on the 
grid). They are accepted as Arabs.

Moving from level 0+ to level 3 takes 
most workers at least two years – 
maybe quite a bit longer.  Is it worth 
the effort to do this?  In an ideal 
world, I believe a healthy team in the 
UK needs to have a mix of people.  
Although friendship is not always 
transferable, friends can often, with 
care, be passed on.  A friendship 
begun in limited English can be contin-
ued by another worker in fluent 
Arabic.  The ideal team would, there-
fore, mix some with level 0+ in Ara-
bic, some with level 3 and some 
native speakers. So whether you are 
working with the white part or the 
black part of the zebra, you can have 
significant ministry.  And if your skills 
do not match what is needed, you 
can pass your friend on to a worker 
of a different stripe.

Westerners who speak Arabic 
validate that identity, 

and their language skill carries 
the hidden message:  

‘We appreciate, value 
and are prepared to expend effort 

to serve you’.
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PART 3:  BETTER UNDERSTANDING AND 
COMMUNICATING WITH MUSLIMS

A Muslim-Christian Dialogue on the 
Role of Works in Salvation

by Dale Martin
Dale Martin is the Director of Ministry and Training for Arab World Ministries in the USA, the Aca-
demic Director of the Summer Institute on Islam training programme and does adjunct teaching at 
Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary.

One principle of effective witness to 
Muslims is listening to them and allow-
ing them to identify the issues that 
they find important in the discussion. 
It is then up to us to present to them 
our biblical understanding in those 
areas. At a recent dialogue meeting 
between Muslims and Christians on 
the topic of salvation, the role of 
works became central in the discus-
sion. The two main objections ex-
pressed by the Muslims centred upon 
the apparent lack of works necessary 
for salvation in Christianity and the 
carte blanche Christians seem to have 
for sin in their lives after conversion. 
In Christianity, the easy grace of God 
for the believer appeared to these 
Muslims as a license or excuse for 
sinning since sin can be so easily forgiv-
en without working for that forgive-
ness. They found this principle to be 
incongruent with Islam and could not 
accept it as an expression of authentic 
biblical Christianity. After listening to 
their objections, we presented the 
following comparison that clearly por-
trays the role of works in salvation 
and shows them that the grace of 
God is not an automatic excuse for 

Christians to sin without concern for 
the consequences.

Both the Muslims and the Christians 
present agreed on the following for-
mulation for the role of works:

                      
In Islam, the combination of three 
things results in salvation: the faith of 
the believer, the works or deeds of 
the believer and Allah’s mercy at the 
point of judgment. In Christianity, 
works have their place on the other 
side of the equation. For the Muslim, 
works lead to salvation but for the 
Christian, works grow out of salvation 
as a response to the grace one has 
received from God. Quoting from 
Romans 3:28, we explained that we 
are justified by faith ‘apart from ob-
serving the law.’ Citing verses from 
the book of James, we contended 

  ISLAM 
Faith + Works + Allah’s Mercy = 

Salvation 

CHRISTIANITY
   Faith + Grace = 
Salvation + Works
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that works would be demonstrated 
in the life of the believer as a normal 
consequence of regeneration.1  
James even states that someone who 
claims to be saved but does not 
demonstrate a changed life has a 
dead faith.2  Thus, that works would 
be demonstrated in the life of the 
believer as a normal consequence of 
regeneration.1  James 
even states that some-
one who claims to be 
saved but does not 
demonstrate a 
changed life has a dead 
faith.2  Thus,works are 
an evidence of authen-
tic conversion and ac-
company it, even 
though they play no role in 
earning our justification in any way. 
Salvation plus works must appear 
together in the believer’s life as an 
authentic sign that the faith plus 
grace on the other side of the equa-
tion is genuine. Works can also be 
understood as acts of obedience that 
are done because of a genuine faith 
and as evidence of our submission to 
the will of God.3 

By means of this formulation, the 
Muslims present were able to see 
that works are taken seriously and 
have an important role in Christiani-
ty since they are an outcome and the 
evidence of salvation and submission 
to God. Our Muslim friends were 
also able to see that the Christian 
does not have blanket permission for 

sinning at will, as 
this would call 
into question 
the veracity of 
the person’s 
salvation as 
well as his or 
her submis-
sion to God. 
For the Chris-

tian, works – as 
the sign of an authentic conversion – 
also lead to assurance of salvation, 
which is absent in Islam, except for 
martyrs who die in battle defending 
Islam. Islam teaches that only at the 
point of Allah’s judgment can a Mus-
lim know if he or she has been ac-
corded salvation. Recent studies of 
former Muslims demonstrate that 
assurance of salvation was highly in-
fluential in their coming to faith in 

 1 James 2:17: ‘Faith by itself, if it does not have works, is dead.’ James 2:26:  ‘For as the body 
apart from the spirit is dead.’  English Standard Version, Crossway Bibles (Wheaton IL:  
Good News Publishers, 2001) p. 1216.

2  James 2:22: ‘You see that faith was active along with works, and faith was completed by his 
works.’  James 2:24:  ‘You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.’

3  This of course needs to be distinguished carefully from an empty legalistic practice of 
works that is done out of self-righteousness and not genuine faith.

4  J. Dudley Woodberry, Russell G. Shubin and G. Marks, ‘Why Muslims Follow Jesus:  The 
results of a recent survey of converts from Islam’, Christianity Today, October 2007, Vol. 
51, No. 10

Our Muslim friends 
were also able to see that the 
Christian does not have blan-
ket permission for sinning at 
will, as this would call into 
question the veracity of his 

salvation as well as his or her 
submission to God.
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Christ.4  Therefore, a biblical theolo-
gy of works as the evidence and 
assurance of salvation in the 
believer’s life may be very attractive 
to Muslims who are seeking to under-
stand and compare their faith to ours.

Much of the Muslim’s misunderstand-
ing on this point 
may be the result 
of contact with 
nominal Christian-
ity and our west-
ern style of 
extremely infor-
mal practice of 
‘lifestyle’ faith.5 A 
more formal and 
ritualized practice of Christianity 
would be more attractive to many 
Muslim seekers than what they see as 
the loose and careless, informal 
Christian practice of most western-
ers. Viewing us through their Islamic 
framework, they often equate this 
with a lack of commitment and dedi-
cation on our part, and call into ques-
tion the authenticity of the Christian 
faith, reinforcing their view that Islam 
was given to replace and update a 
corrupted Christianity.  

Our dialogue with Muslims has forced 
us to clarify our theology of works. 
The biblical emphasis we place on faith 
and grace in salvation is certainly ap-
propriate. However, it is not helpful 
when it means that the role of works 
in the life of the believer is ignored or 
becomes extinguished in our theology 

or praxis. For Mus-
lims, this appears to 
be a central issue, 
and they need to 
see how the role of 
works is affirmed in 
Christianity. The 
principle of cultural 
congruence applies 
here – that things 

are more acceptable 
when they are similar to what we 
already know in our own culture.  It 
suggests that Christianity will be at-
tractive to Muslims when they are 
able to observe a large degree of 
similarity between what they already 
believe and what they perceive to be 
our beliefs and practices.6   Therefore, 
it is essential that we clearly under-
stand the role of works and that we 
are able to communicate this well to 
Muslims in a way that helps them take 
Christianity seriously.

5 Muslims are encountering what Keener has so aptly stated:  ‘a common modern concep-
tion that faith is a once-for-all prayer involving no commitment of life or purpose and is 
efficacious even if quickly forgotten.’ Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commen-
tary:  New Testament (IVPress, Downer’s Grove, 1993) p. 696.

6 David Greenlee (ed) From the Straight Path to the Narrow Way (Authentic Media, Waynes-
boro, GA, USA, 2005) p. 44.

... a biblical theology of 
works 

as the evidence and assurance 
of salvation 

in the believer’s life 
may be very attractive to 

Muslims...
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Everyone needs to belong.  Humans 
are social beings.  Yet the Protestant 
emphasis on an individual, personal 
faith sometimes leads workers to 
ignore the importance of social rela-
tionships and group identity for their 
ministries.  I discovered 
that a Sunni woman’s 
need to belong cre-
ates enormous obsta-
cles to faith in Jesus.  
What might we do to 
help her find her iden-
tity in the Body of 
Christ?

 Barriers

All of the women I 
studied consider being 
Sunni Muslim a very im-
portant part of their identity.  Being 
Sunni determines in part their reputa-
tion, legal standing, job prospects, 
family structure, social network, ma-
jor holidays, political expectations 
and area of residence.  Bitter memo-

ries of past conflicts with other 
groups defined by religious identity 
(tawa’if)1 are passed on from genera-
tion to generation, ensuring that Sun-
nis continue to be unified around 
feelings of victimization, resentment, 

revenge, self-righteous-
ness and alienation.2  
Stereotypes of non-
Sunnis abound.

In this context, leaving 
Sunni Islam is deemed 
political and social 
treachery to family, 
community and reli-
gion.  Evangelism is 
seen as an attack on 
the Sunni Muslim com-

munity.   The associa-
tion in Sunni Muslims’ 

minds between Zionism and Evangeli-
cal Christianity intensifies the Muslim 
tendency toward revulsion.  In light 
of the threat to their sense of identi-
ty and social networks, it is small 
wonder that Sunni Muslim women so 

A Sunni Woman’s Heart  
Part 2:  A Need to Belong

by Tahira

1  Tawa’if (singular:  Ta’Ifa) are sectarian divisions which determine a family’s political and 
religious status.

2 This is equally true of other religious groups in this nation.

I discovered 
that a Sunni 

woman’s 
need to belong 

creates enormous 
obstacles to faith in 

Jesus.  
What might we do 

to help her find 
her identity in the 

Body of Christ?

The author, a Westerner, has lived in the Middle East with her family for nearly twenty years, residing 
in a variety of neighbourhoods and engaging in a variety of ministries.  The following article is based 

on research she conducted for a doctorate in Intercultural Studies.
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often reject the proclamation of the 
Good News of Jesus.

From childhood, people from my 
focus group have been inculcated 
with the notion that they are privi-
leged to have been born into a supe-
rior religion and to belong to a great 
Umma with a glorious past and fu-
ture.  They share with the people 
closest to them the meanings and 
feelings associated with certain histo-
ry, symbols, heroes, stories, special 
times and places, common rituals, 
dress and behaviours.  Whatever 
their theology, their working heaven-
ly hope includes nearness to family 
and a continued sense of belonging 
in the Islamic Umma.  For many, 
these ties are so precious that noth-
ing may be contemplated which 
threatens them.3 

Women in Middle Eastern society 
need to belong to a family.  A 
respectable woman lives with her 
husband or a near relative, prefera-
bly male.  A Muslim woman who 
wishes to keep her reputation 
must marry a Muslim or remain 
single, living with family members.  
Some believers of Muslim back-
grounds who have chosen not to 
change their legal religious identity 
have been able to remain at home, 
but it is difficult for them to enjoy 
home life when foundational loyal-
ties do not coincide, and there is 
constant pressure to return to 

thorough-going Islamic belief and 
practice.  A married Muslim wom-
an who converts risks losing her 
marriage and children.  Again, the 
high social cost of following Jesus 
may hinder some from being will-
ing to listen to what the Master has 
to say. 

A Sunni woman may avoid question-
ing Islamic beliefs and standards due 
to a sense of loyalty to the spiritual 
wellbeing of her dear ones.  Pious 
mothers sense the responsibility of 
creating a wholesome Muslim envi-
ronment in the home.  A Muslim 
who might otherwise be a seeker 
fears that her spiritual search is a 
moral weakness, which could result 
in her husband or family losing mer-
its.  Unless she is a good Muslim, she 
will not be able to intercede effec-
tively for them, and if she leaves 
Islam, their intercessions for her will 
avail nothing.  

Not only are there barriers to leav-
ing the fold of Islam, there are also 
barriers to entering the Christian 
community.  Some of the negative 
stereotypes Muslims have toward 
Christians have a basis in fact, and a 
seeker or believers of a Muslim 
background may feel revulsion at 
some ‘Christian’ practices.  In the 
minds of many Lebanese Muslims, 
Protestant Christians are pro-Zion-
ist, friends of the archenemies, the 
Jews.  Contemporary life is busy 

3 Furthermore, the Muslim community teaches that only the weaklings leave Islam, those 
who are ignorant or subject to temptation.
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and pressured, and profound rela-
tionships are hard to build.  Even 
local Christians acknowledge that 
relationships within the Christian 
community are shallow and not 
adequate to compensate believers 
of Muslim backgrounds for the dam-
age they experience to a sense of 
belonging within the family and Sun-
ni community.

Bridges

We all belong to a com-
mon humanity, and the 
things that unite us far 
exceed those which di-
vide.  Women workers 
share many experiences 
and circumstances with 
Sunni women as females, 
including menstruation, 
wanting to marry, marriage, child-
birth and child rearing, and the pres-
sure of societal expectations upon 
women.  Even resident foreigners 
share with women of this segment of 
society the frustrations, delights and 
fears of life.  We are all sensitive to 
the need to show mutual tolerance 
and respect for the sake of national 
and global survival.  We are monothe-
ists and share some key foundational 
stories:  Creation, Noah, Abraham, 
and the exodus from Egypt.  There 
are many issues of morality, which 
we can address with one voice.  Any 

of these common elements of life can 
build bridges, however tenuous, that 
span the chasms between religious 
groups (tawa’if) and allow greater 
communication to take place.

There are also potential theological 
bridges.  The Islam of my focus group 
stresses that the individual ultimately 
stands alone before God, and that no 
intercession of dear ones will save 
them from the Fire.4 This truth might 

serve as a caveat 
against giving total 
loyalty to a hu-
man community.  
Both communi-
ties honour peo-
ple who have 
rejected their 
family’s religion 

while remaining re-
spectful, who recognized that obey-
ing the call of God was more 
important than family tradition, ac-
ceptance and protection.  Reminding 
Muslims of these people’s courage 
may help them to find the courage to 
respond to the call of God in Christ.  
Abraham is one example with pro-
found religious significance (See Josh-
ua 24:2 and Genesis 11:26-32).

Fault Lines

The women I studied believe that 
they belong to a superior, elect and 

4  Although this is the official view, in practice there is a great deal of intercession for de-
ceased relatives and allegedly atoning rituals such as reciting the Fatiha 10,000 times on 
another’s behalf.  A friend points out that most of the taps at ablutions stations in 
mosques are donated int the name of a particular person, and the worshipper who wash-
es there is expected to say a prayer on behalf of the donor.

We all belong 
to a common humanity, 

and the things 
that unite us 

far exceed those 
which divide.
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privileged group, with the right to 
enforce their (or as they see it, 
God’s) norms on others and to de-
fend themselves with violence.  At 
the same time, they want to see 
themselves and their community as 
tolerant, reasonable and just. At 
times I sensed that they were aware 
of this inconsistency and distressed 
by it.  Further, they share the tension 
that all thoughtful citizens experience 
between the loyalty to the religious 
group, which is ruining the country, 
and loyalty to the country, which 
might be costly to the religious group.  
There is a tacit recognition that bitter 
divisions need something more pow-
erful than shari’ah (Islamic law) to 
heal them.  Weak though it seems, 
the ethical teaching of Jesus might 
indeed prove the only solution.

Frustration with the Muslim commu-
nity to which a woman belongs re-
sults in inner wrestling.  The sense of 
belonging the women feel in the Mus-
lim community, though very positive 
in many ways, carries with it a power-
ful sense of responsibility and pres-
sure.  A woman not otherwise open 
to Christian teaching might be at-
tracted to truths that relieve her of 
burdens she feels she cannot bear or 
of unfair expectations and restric-
tions.  Finally, although these women 
might not admit it to outsiders, they 
are regularly disappointed by the 
disunity, ungodly character and 

flawed behaviours of the Muslim fam-
ilies, communities and Umma to 
which they tie their identity.5  The 
result could be weakened loyalties or 
profound doubts, opportunities for 
the Holy Spirit to redirect the 
individual’s sense of belonging to-
ward the Father.

Worthy of Observation

It is worth investing extra effort in 
people whose commitment to right-
eousness exceeds their commitment 
to religious, political, ethnic and clan 
groupings.  One experienced worker 
in Syria has devised a simple gauge of 
relative commitment.  He uses three 
tea glasses, one each to represent 
Muslims, Christians and Jews.  Point-
ing to each glass in turn, he then 
asserts ‘In this glass are people 
whose actions please God, and there 
are those whose actions are evil.’  He 

5  Of course, the same is true for members of all the religious groups, or tawa’if.
6  A Muslim friend explains that this is because of the belief in a kind of purgatory through 

which even the most wicked of Muslims will eventually reach heaven.  No such hope is 
imagined for the Jew.

 Both communities 
honour people 

who have rejected 
their family’s religion while 

remaining respectful, 
who recognized 

that obeying the call of God 
was more important than 

family tradition, 
acceptance and protection.
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claims a greater openness to the 
Gospel among those willing to con-
cede that some righteous Jews are 
better than some wicked Muslims.6  
Another indicator might be commit-
ment to some single aspect of right-
eousness and willingness to work 
across religious group boundaries to 
promote it.7 It would also be well to 
explore the sense of admiration 
some Muslims have for prominent 
Christians, like Mother Tere-
sa and Pope John Paul II, 
who showed love to 
people of other reli-
gions.  A willingness 
to express apprecia-
tion for such heroes 
shows a love of godli-
ness and may indicate 
a window of opportu-
nity to connect their 
behaviour with the 
salvation they have 
experienced through 
Christ.8

Another group of people 
to look for are those who are dis-
mayed by or alienated from the Mus-
lim group to which they have 
belonged.  Although it is not especial-
ly strategic to found a church with 
malcontents, rebels and social iso-
lates, God may have cut the social 
bonds of these individuals in order 
to make them more receptive to the 
acceptance of God in Christ.

Missional Strategies

It is hard to imagine that any woman 
from this subculture would be willing 
to risk alienation from the family and 
community to which she is so closely 
bound without being thoroughly con-
vinced of the abundant love and ac-
ceptance of God.  Appropriate 
teaching might focus on the imma-
nence of God:  his gracious Father-
hood, his nearness to his people in 

heaven, his acceptance of 
those who fail in their 

worship, the proof of 
his love in the Incarna-
tion and the cross, 
and the saving inter-
cession of Jesus.  Just 
telling a woman that 
God loves her is not 
enough; she must ex-
perience that love, 
normally first from a 
believer or believing 
community and deci-
sively through person-

al experience of Jesus.

Some groups of Christians are doing 
a good job in embracing Muslim-her-
itage believers.  Many could do much 
better.  The need of Sunni Muslim 
women (and, I believe, of all people) 
to belong to a community demands 
from the missional church a more 
profound ecclesiology, along with a 
corresponding change in congrega-
tional relationships, an improvement 

Just telling 
a woman that 
God loves her 
is not enough; 

she must experience 
that love, 

normally first from a 
believer or 

believing community 
and decisively through 
personal experience

of Jesus. 

7  Examples might include peacemaking, sexual morality, human rights or stewardship of the 
environment.

8 It may be, however, that many Muslims would assume the motive behind these admirable 
deeds to be the acquisition of merit.
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9   Here are a few of the specific suggestions made to me about sensitivity:  women wearing 
head coverings in church, sitting with dignity and respect in church, solid Bible teaching 
and modesty in dress.  It would also be beneficial to ask how the church’s style of music 
enhances or detracts from the ability to participate in heartfelt worship.

in the integration and discipleship of 
believers of a Muslim background 
and a reconsideration of strategies 
for evangelism.

In terms of theology, the church 
must learn an ecclesiology that is not 
primarily based on bloodlines and 
political classification.  I recommend 
an organic model of 
church, with a special 
focus on the church 
as the family of God.  
The practice of infor-
mal meetings and vis-
its in homes would 
be in keeping with 
this theology.  Social 
gatherings involving 
food and fun commu-
nicate that the church 
has accepted the whole person and 
not just her spiritual component.  
Much more could be done to help 
the church appreciate the profound 
communal symbolism of baptism and 
communion.  It is unlikely that a 
heterogeneous church can thrive un-
til the current, fairly homogeneous 
congregations deal with their chron-
ic problems of backbiting, fear of 
change, divisiveness and clannishness.

The church should monitor itself to 
ensure that believers from Muslim 
families are truly accepted and tak-
ing leadership roles within the body 

of Christ. Giving gifted and mature 
Muslim-background believers the 
responsibility of discipling people 
of all backgrounds would enhance 
understanding within the church 
over time.  Christian-background 
church leaders should learn all they 
can from Muslim brothers and sis-

ters in Christ, and espe-
cially from those 
who most success-
fully deal with the 
tension between 
devotion to Christ 
and respect for 
their community 
of origin. Believers 
from a Christian 
background should 

be trained through 
mentoring and other forms of in-
struction to be sensitive to Mus-
lims in speech and behaviour.9  
Prejudicial comments against Mus-
lims should be countered, even in 
private conversations between peo-
ple of Christian backgrounds.  At 
every level, from kids’ clubs to 
seminary, there is a need for a 
re-evaluation of the church’s curric-
ula to ensure that the questions of 
believers and seekers from all back-
grounds are being adequately ad-
dressed.  Believers from 
non-Christian families may need 
special help in being oriented to 

The church should 
monitor itself to ensure 

that believers 
from Muslim families 

are truly accepted 
and taking leadership roles 
within the body of Christ.
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the Bible and Christian history, sto-
ries, theology, customs and tradi-
tions, but they should be given the 
freedom to question what they 
hear in light of the teachings of 
Scripture.  They also may appreci-
ate the offer of inclusion in family-
oriented holidays like Christmas.

Since few churches are at present 
ready to integrate believers from 
Muslim backgrounds, those discipling 
them would do well to consider alter-
natives that meet the person’s need 
to belong, such as small group disci-
pleship and worship groups.  From 
the start, the evangelist should seek 
to build positive and honest relation-
ships with whole families whenever 
possible, and no attempt should be 
made to alienate the seeker or new 
believer from her family and commu-
nity.  However, some negative family 
reaction is almost inevitable.  Wise 
Christian leaders have at times been 
able to act as peacemakers and to 
reconcile estranged new believers 
with their families.  Teenagers and 
young adults need special assistance 
in learning to balance their right to 
freedom of religious choice with gen-
uine gratitude, respect and humility 
toward their parents.

Very few Sunni women are willing 
even to consider the good news of 
Jesus, in part because it is a threat to 
their social identity.  To win the 
opportunity of presenting the Gospel, 
some obvious first steps might in-
clude building common ground, ap-
pealing to society’s urgent need for 
inter-religious understanding, show-
ing persistent love in practical ways, 
initiating or joining secular and cross-
religious organizations and acting as 
peace-makers at all levels.  Some 
Muslim women are open to practical 
instruction on relationships from a 
Christian perspective, provided that 
it is not blatantly anti-Muslim, and 
some might attend a public lecture or 
a ladies’ discussion group on such a 
subject.10  While many women of this 
subculture consider the ethical teach-
ings of Jesus unworkable, many also 
recognize that Jesus presented lofty 
ideals to which a pious person should 
aspire.  With the illumination of the 
Spirit, his teachings might lead a Mus-
lim woman to sense the truth and 
beauty of his words and character, 
her own inadequacy, and her need 
for the kind of gracious acceptance 
Jesus offers.

10 Some topics might include family unity, overcoming resentment, resolving sectarian hos-
tility and cross-generational conflict.  A neutral venue would make such a prospect 
more inviting.
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PART 4:  BOOK REVIEWS

THE MESSENGER, THE MESSAGE AND THE COMMUNITY: 
Three Critical Issues for the Cross-cultural Church-planter 
Roland Muller (pseudonym). Published by CanBooks, 2006. 394 pages.

Available from Fellowship of Faith for Muslims [www.ffmna.org]. The book is 
currently out of print but available on a CD from http://rmuller.com.

‘This is the best book I’ve read on 
evangelism among Muslims. Roland 
understands us!’ exclaimed a believer 
from a Muslim background (BMB) 
from Washington State who inten-
tionally went to Vancouver Mission-
fest to meet the author of Tools for 
Muslim Evangelism. Most of its con-
tents are now included in this new 
book. Roland echoes how some of us 
felt when we first started in cross-
cultural ministries. He writes, ‘When 
I first arrived in the Middle East in the 
late 1970s, I started asking, “How do 
I do it?” No one seemed to have any 
concrete answers. There was no one 
to point to and say, “They know how 
to do it!” Consequently, each new 
missionary developed his own ap-
proach by trial and error, often with 
more error than success.’ Not only 
in this section but throughout the 
whole book, Roland shares useful 
insights he has gained and observed 
in pursuing his research and ministry.

In this review, I will focus on four 
helpful themes that particularly apply 
to my ministry to Muslims and believ-
ers from Muslim backgrounds.

1. Teacher-based evangelism
The chapter on ‘Teacher-Based Evan-
gelism’ is my favourite. Roland ad-
dresses the difference between 
friendship evangelism and teacher-
based evangelism. In the East, friend-
ships are lifelong commitments. 
What few of us understood at the 
beginning of our cross-cultural expe-
rience was that authentic and mutual 
friendships like these are not easy to 
develop and the expectations from a 
friend are much greater than in typi-
cal western friendships. Roland dis-
cusses some of the pitfalls in making 
‘friendship evangelism’ our primary 
strategy. For example, we may delay 
sharing the gospel or initiating a spir-
itual discussion lest it terminates the 
relationship. Many find that friend-
ship evangelism fits hand in hand with 
the modern concept of tentmaking. 
Tentmakers may be cautious about 
projecting themselves as trained reli-
gious workers/teachers and adopt a 
secular identity in the community.

On the other hand, Roland states 
that ‘in every case the successful 
evangelists had the reputation in 
their own communities of being 
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spiritual people, men and women 
of God.’ He observes that even 
non-Christian neighbours knew 
where to go, or direct others, to 
address questions about spiritual 
matters. I was challenged with the 
idea that in teacher-based evange-
lism, evangelists have an agenda 
when dealing with Muslims; other-
wise Muslims will try to impose 
their agenda on us.     

2. Dealing with the two faces of 
a believer

Eastern cultures and Islam allow and 
sometimes encourage duplicity. So a 
very relevant topic in discipleship of 
a BMB is the matter of the two 
worlds that a new convert lives in or, 
as stated in the book, he develops 
two faces. On the one hand, the new 
believer welcomes Christianity, fel-
lowship, Bible teaching, etc. but on 
the other hand, he lives in his commu-
nity with parents, relatives, spouse 
and children and may even pretend 
to be a good Muslim. As he continues 
living in two worlds, he is left with 
great tension. This may even lead to 
mental instability. With the work of 
the Holy Spirit and help from a wise 
discipler, the new believer learns 
how to integrate the two worlds and 
finds freedom in Christ.

3. Going beyond a guilt/innocent 
paradigm

Roland points out that between the 
first two and the last two chapters of 
the Bible all of humanity lives under 
the influence of and is tainted by sin. 
‘The only reason that the Christian 
missionary enterprise exists today is 

because sin exists.’ Roland comments 
that missionaries, who know that the 
cure for sin is ultimately found in 
Jesus Christ, have neglected to spend 
much time unwrapping sin’s effects.

In short, during Adam and Eve’s ex-
pulsion from the Garden of Eden, 
they experienced guilt or conscience 
for the first time. They never felt 
shame and fear before. Being evicted 
from the Garden added to their 
shame. Muller assists us in under-
standing how to share the gospel 
message with people living under 
world views that have a strong focus 
on shame, fear as well as guilt. Roland 
points out that no one world view is 
better than another because all are 
trying to negate sin’s effects. He in-
sists that the Bible speaks to all cul-
tures and world views. If we dig deep 
enough, humanity is affected in all 
three areas: shame, fear and guilt. 
Writers of the New Testament were 
influenced by the Roman culture and 
law. Early church fathers like Tertul-
lian and Augustine developed theolo-
gies based on guilt and righteousness. 
Roland says that, ‘The danger comes 
when we Westerners take our Ro-
man understanding of the Gospel and 
apply it to those who do not have a 
Roman-based culture.’

Many of us, when first immersed in 
the shame-based world view of the 
Muslim world, learned very quickly 
how honour and shame permeate 
society. Honour is viewed as the 
biggest asset in the East and it is not 
easily restored once lost. In Christ, 
we have many illustrations of how 
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God ‘raises mankind from a position 
of shame to the ultimately honoura-
ble position of joint-heirs with Christ.’

Western evangelicals often struggle 
with the role of the supernatural. We 
may fail to understand or even ques-
tion the validity of curses, power 
encounters, dreams and visions in 
the life of a Muslim seeker or BMB. 
Yet, this dimension of life is ‘real’ for 
many non-western seekers and be-
lievers. While these issues are not 
fully addressed in this book, princi-
ples are laid down for opening up 
ministry to satisfy these deep needs.  

4. Developing wholesome com-
munities where BMBs fit

In the last section of this book, Ro-
land explores the subject of the im-
portance of biblical community. He 
observes that sometimes new work-
ers are more confident than the expe-
rienced workers about how to do 
church planting and form community. 
He rightfully observes that the new 
church-planter should be conscious 
of the community he envisions, even 
before evangelism is initiated. 

Westerners may be strong in at-
tempting to contextualize their 
message but they are often weak in 
creating an alternative community 
for new believers. A new brother 
or sister will struggle to leave a 
close-knit Umma and be afraid of 
feeling isolated in a new community. 
This affects how discipleship takes 
place – at times, the new believer 
may just want to hang out with his 
new friends or in a Christian home. 

The whole matter of belonging is 
important to Eastern communities – 
much more so than in the West. In 
the East, bonding and closeness are 
very important. 

‘The Bible encourages us to build 
communities of believers, where 

“nearness” is based on faith in Christ 
rather than blood relations’(p. 273).  
Western Christians subconsciously 
accept that evangelism moves on a 
continuum to discipleship and finally 
to joining a Christian community. ‘In 
many cases, the non-Western seek-
er will want the question of commu-
nity to be dealt with first, or at least 
alongside that of personal faith’ (p. 
351). The process is sometimes re-
versed to Community (belonging), 
Discipleship (exploring) and then 
Evangelism (accepting). Here we 
have a case of pre-evangelism disci-
pleship! We have to allow for the 
seeker sitting among us to ‘sniff’ out 
this new community before he 
moves on to a decision. 

Concluding Comments

I highly recommend this book with 
its trilogy of significant topics (the 
messenger, the message and the 
community) for all who are begin-
ning a cross-cultural ministry to 
Muslims and BMBs. Pertinent ques-
tions for reflection and discussion 
at the end of each chapter also help 
make this book a good refresher 
for experienced practitioners. Ro-
land shares best practices in Muslim 
evangelism and discipleship gleaned 
from years of his own and others’ 
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ministries. I believe the application 
of the principles highlighted in this 
book will accelerate a new 
worker’s effectiveness.  

I see a couple of slight weaknesses in 
this book. First, Roland Muller inter-
jects thoughts for evangelists in-
volved with people from other faiths 
and cultures besides Islam and the 
East. It would have been less disrup-
tive to retain its original flavour or 
focus on reaching Muslims. Secondly, 
the section dealing with fear-power 

paradigm is brief and incomplete in 
light of it being a dominant concern 
for many Muslims, especially women. 

After reading Roland’s book, we 
need to ask, ‘How can I grow in these 
three critical issues in the ministry I 
am part of?’ The western church 
knows how to nurture church plant-
ers for western society but is lacking 
in its ability to develop cross-cultural 
evangelists and church planters. This 
book is a valuable resource. 

reviewed by Ed Loewen

Ed directs AWM Canada’s outreach to Muslims, and, along with his wife, he has 
been involved in ministry to Muslims for his entire adult life – first in Pakistan and 
then in Canada.

GRACE FOR MUSLIMS? THE JOURNEY FROM FEAR TO FAITH

Steve Bell (Milton Keynes: Authentic Media, 2006).

While not offering any insights that 
are substantially new to the subject 
of how to reach Muslims in western 
societies, Steve Bell, the author of 
Grace for Muslims, needs to be lis-
tened to, nevertheless.  He served 
in the Middle East for over a decade 
with the express purpose of sharing 
faith with Muslims, was the director 
of Action Partners Ministries 
(formerly Sudan United Mission) 
and is presently the UK Director of 
InterServe.

It is not his intention in this book to 
reveal the emotions and value strug-
gles we often associate with reverse 

culture shock, but it is evident that 
Steve has more affinity for Arab 
culture than for his own British 
culture, and that he experienced a 
clash of values that became most 
pronounced when he returned to 
the UK after many years of service 
in Egypt.  Not surprisingly, his empa-
thy towards Muslims shines through 
as he encourages Christians to ex-
tend grace to them by starting with 
building genuine friendships with 
those who misunderstand and are 
misunderstood in the Arab diaspora.  
I like the point he makes with regard 
to establishing friendships as a start-
ing point in evangelism: ‘What is 
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widely understood as “friendship 
evangelism” is not really evangelism 
at all but simply the means for devel-
oping a healthy context for evange-
lism’ (p. 166). 

Written in a non-scholarly fashion by 
someone who is well-read and expe-
rienced, Steve’s book is ideal for giv-
ing to British or other Western 
Christians who are trying to figure 
out how to break through to their 
Muslim neighbours or colleagues.  
For instance, he shows how the 
Qur’an can be used in building bridg-
es in the chapter ‘Echoes of Grace’.  

His chapter on eleven reasons why 
Christians should extend grace to 
Muslims gave me a couple of fresh 
ideas of how to impart vision to 
churches I speak in about their re-
sponsibility to make sure that Mus-
lims are not forgotten in their 
mission mandate.  Bell’s well-docu-
mented contention that God is at 
work among Muslims today as never 
before will stir your heart, even as it 
will help get people reaching out to 
the diaspora at their doorstep.

reviewed by David Lundy

SURPRISED BY HOPE:  Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrec-
tion, and the Mission of the Church
N. T. Wright (New York:  HarperOne, 2008) 332 pages.

Why review a book like this one, 
written to convince Christians that 
they have gotten much of their core 
theology wrong and to show them 
the right way to think, in Seedbed?  
Isn’t Seedbed all about practical is-
sues and discussing the day-to-day 
challenges of our ministry in the 
Arab world?  One of the topics that 
Seedbed recently dealt with was the 
interconnection between church 
planting and transformational minis-
try. For much of my adult life, I have 
wrestled with this question. A re-
cent edition of the International Jour-
nal of Frontier Missiology (2008, 25:2) 
was devoted to this topic and was 

entitled Word and Deed: A Century of 
Polarization? The title suggests that I 
have not been alone in my struggle 
to find resolution of the tensions 
when we try to bring together an 
emphasis on church planting with 
one on transformational ministry 
within the same ministry organiza-
tion. I believe that the resurrection-
based understanding that Wright 
presents in Surprised by Hope offers 
a sound biblical way to understand 
and overcome the tensions between 
‘word and deed’ that many of us have 
wrestled with for so long.
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Writing in a forceful and persuasive 
style, world-renowned New Testa-
ment scholar and Anglican Bishop N. 
T. Wright argues that the main rea-
sons that so many of us have strug-
gled with the practical dualism of 
either focusing on ‘spiritual’ work, or 
focusing on social and justice issues is 
that we have an unbiblical dualism 
implicit in our understanding of salva-
tion and of God’s intended future for 
the church and the earth. In Surprised 
by Hope, Wright seeks to demon-
strate that modern evangelicalism, 
along with many other branches of 
the contemporary church, has fallen 
into much serious error in its under-
standing of what the Bible teaches 
that God accomplished in Christ 
through his life, death, resurrection 
and ascension. 

Wright argues that far too many 
Christians have succumbed to an 
almost platonic dualism in how they 
understand salvation. He states 
strongly that: 

The normal Western Christian view:  
that salvation is about ‘my relationship 
with God’ in the present and about 
‘going home to God and finding peace’ 
in the future…. is simply not what the 
New Testament teaches (p. 196).

Instead, he says that, ‘salvation, then, 
is not ‘going to heaven’ but ‘being 
raised to life in God’s new heaven 
and new earth’ (p. 198).

Wright shows that what we believe 
about the resurrection and ascension 
of Jesus is core to our entire theology, 
which in turn influences what we 

believe about everything else. Wright 
believes that it is because we have 
departed so far from the New Testa-
ment and classic Christian under-
standing of the resurrection that we 
have gone so far wrong in our under-
standing of the mission of the church 
in this present era.  The theological 
dualism that we have unwittingly 
adopted is the source of the practical 
dualism we experience in our under-
standing of the mission priority of 
the church. 

In Surprised by Hope, Wright covers a 
lot of ground. He begins setting the 
scene by showing how distant much 
typical Christian understanding of the 
resurrection and the hoped-for future 
is from the belief of the NT and early 
Christian centuries (Part 1: Setting the 
Scene, pp. 1-76). Then he carefully 
demonstrates the proper biblical, and 
especially New Testament, under-
standing of our future hope, of the 
resurrection and ascension of Jesus, 
of heaven, of the new creation, of 
Jesus’ return, of the redemption of 
our bodies and of paradise and hell 
(Part 2: God’s Future Plan, pp. 77-
186). In his third and final section, 
Wright explores a number of signifi-
cant ways that a properly biblical un-
derstanding of our future hope should 
reshape our understanding of salva-
tion, of the Kingdom of God and of 
the mission of the church, as seen in 
the New Testament, and how it ought 
to shape our practice in the twenty-
first century (Part 3: Hope in Practice: 
Resurrection and the Mission of the 
Church, pp. 187-289).
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As I read Surprised by Hope, I was sur-
prised to find myself whole-heartedly 
agreeing with his affirmations, even as 
he repeatedly demolished some of my 
long-held convictions about the nature 
of salvation and the future that God 
has planned for his people and the 
earth that he created. I will need to 
read it more than once in order to be 
truly shaken free from much of what I 
have previously embraced as biblical 
truths. Rereading Surprised by Hope will 
help me change my thinking and my 
practice so that it lines up more closely 
with the understanding that Jesus and 
the Apostles had. This perspective, 
which is so radically different from so 
many contemporary Christian perspec-
tives, empowered the Apostles, 
through the power of the Holy Spirit, 
to turn the world upside down within 
a few generations. 

I encourage everyone to buy and 
read this book. Wright’s style of 
writing is easy. This is not a book 
written for academic theologians 
(although they would do well to read 

it!). It is written for everyone who 
desires to live their life in obedience 
to Christ in our generation. Let me 
give Wright the last word:

I hope I have said enough to make it 
clear that the mission of the church is 
nothing more or less than the outwork-
ing, in the power of the Spirit, of Jesus’ 
bodily resurrection and thus the antici-
pation of the time when God will fill the 
earth with his glory, transform the old 
heavens and earth into the new, and 
raise his children from the dead to 
populate and rule over the redeemed 
world he has made.

If that is so, mission must urgently recov-
er from its long-term schizophrenia. As 
I have said before, the split between 
saving souls and doing good in the world 
is a product not of the Bible or the 
gospel but of the cultural captivity of 
both within the Western world….

When the church is living out the king- 
dom of God, the word of God will spread 
powerfully and do its own work (pp. 
264-265 & 267).

reviewed by Don Little
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You can be part 
of the ongoing Seedbed conversation . . . 

Helped by feedback from dozens of colleagues, I have chosen the following 
themes for Seedbed in 2009 & 2010 and invite you to contribute to our 
discussions of these vital issues.  Articles on other topics will be included as 
space permits.  Book reviews on relevant books are always welcome.

I am also in urgent need of assistance from people who can help edit the 
contributions and assist with typesetting of Seedbed and its online develop-
ment. Please contact me about how you would like to contribute to Seedbed.  

Don Little, Editor 
(editor.seedbed@wornet.org) 

THEMES FOR 2009 - 2010

Volume Primary Theme Related Themes & Topics

2009 - 1 Discipling BMBs:  
In both Arab world & diaspora 
contexts

 Persecution & suffering
 Spiritual warfare
 Spiritual formation

2009 - 2 Church Planting:  
Roles, strategies & fruitfulness

 Teams & international teams in CP
 Relational dynamics
 Third-culture kids issues

2009 - 3 Islamism & Violence:
Impact on ministry and our 

ministry contexts

 Ethical & security issues
 Trust in the AW
 Boldness & caution

2010 - 1 Globalisation & its impact on 
ministry:

Doing mission when the world 
is flat

 Ministering with Global South 
partners in AW

 Diaspora ministry
 Islam in the West

2010 - 2 Israel & Palestine:
Theological & missiological issues

 Peace & Reconciliation
 Interfaith dialogue
 Cultural variations in AW

2010 - 3 Church & Agency:
Changing relations in the 21st century

 Prayer in ministry
 Church-based teams
 The emerging church in CP in the 
AW



Ministering through Arabic . . . 
    Is it necessary 

        or even possible?
It is said that the Arab world is the heart of the Muslim world. Those of 
us actually living in the Arab world, though we are not sure that it is the 
centre of the Muslim world, sometimes feel that it is one of the hardest 
places in the Muslim world. And one of the main challenges is the need 
to learn and minister in Arabic, the ‘language of paradise.’

This issue of Seedbed answers some of the practical and ministry ques-
tions that we ask as we bring the love of God in Christ to the Arabic-
speaking peoples of this region, in Arabic.

 Since so many locals speak English here in the Gulf, do we really need 
to learn Arabic in order to be effective in church planting? 

 OK, I’ve finished language school; what do I do now to keep improving 
in Arabic?

 What do I need to do to get past the threshold I am now at in Arabic?  

 How did you get so fluent in Arabic?

 Do I need to have Arabic to minister to Muslims here in the UK?  

 What is the difference between the main Arabic translations of the 
Bible? 

 How much does a Muslim understand when he or she picks up an 
Arabic Bible and reads it?

 I’ve just begun discipling an uneducated new believer. Which Arabic 
translation can I use that she will be able to understand?

 What do you think of the new contextualized translation of the 
Gospels and Acts? I’ve heard that we shouldn’t trust it.  Is that just a 
rumour, or are we really best to avoid it?

This Seedbed offers a wealth of good advice, insightful reflection 
and research into these questions and more.  

Ahlan wa Sahlan!
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